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Young people who have received special education services in the United States 
are vastly overrepresented in juvenile and adult criminal justice systems relative to their 
numbers in the general population. Although much existing research frequently assumes 
that deficits within young people are the cause of this problem, research also suggests 
that educational experiences can increase the likelihood that young people will get 
arrested. However, the exact mechanisms by which time at school seems to lead to prison 
for so many young people who have received special educational services is unclear.  
This study uses a Disability Studies (DS) framework to understand this problem. 
Disability Studies scholars view disability as a social construction; students do not have a 
disability that justifies differential treatment, they become disabled through school 
practices that privilege particular norms for doing and being at school. In addition, DS 
scholars and activists have taken up the mantra, “Nothing about us without us,” insisting 




This mixed methods study sought to understand both which school-level factors 
predict arrest for young people receiving special education services and how young 
people present and explain those and other school-level factors. I conducted regression 
analysis using administrative data from the New York City Department of Education and 
New York State Education Department to determine which school-level factors predict 
arrest, on average, for young people receiving special educational services in New York 
City’s public secondary schools for one school year. Then, I conducted semi-structured 
interviews with six young people who have received special education services and been 
arrested in NYC.   
This study suggests that school-level factors do significantly increase the 
likelihood that a school will have students receiving special education services who have 
been arrested. These school-level factors are alterable by policy and practice. This study 
further suggests that young people receiving special education services describe and 
evaluate their educations in relation to imagined “regular” schools rather than according 
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I – INTRODUCTION 
Introduction and Statement of the Problem 
When I first started working in New York City’s District 75 (D75, the citywide 
special education district), I was told that “these kids” who attended D75 schools were 
too fundamentally different from other kids to attend school in “general education” 
settings with everyone else. In particular, the students in D75 schools were considered 
likely to slow down or even harm other students, although people seemed less concerned 
about students in D75 interfering with or injuring each other than about a student from 
D75 harming the children who were not receiving special education services.  
However, as I spent more time in D75 schools, working first as a paraprofessional 
and then as a teacher, I began to question whether it was really necessary or beneficial for 
anyone to segregate so many students into schools that were considered less desirable, 
and to deny many of them a chance at a high school diploma. My students did not seem 
particularly “dangerous”; however, my students did get punished harshly for the sorts of 
minor infractions that most teenagers I have known have engaged in at some point, such 
as disrespecting an adult or not being where they were supposed to be. Once a student 
had received formal punishments, such as suspension or arrest, others saw and treated 
that student differently. In addition, that student often began to believe that she or he was 





I began wondering how and why D75 came to be, and how and why my students 
were treated so harshly. These wonderings led me back to school to become a student 
myself, and, ultimately, to my desire to pursue this topic for my dissertation. I have 
learned that young people who have received special education services in the United 
States are indeed vastly overrepresented in juvenile and adult criminal justice systems 
relative to their numbers in the general population; researchers have estimated that 30-
60% of incarcerated children in this country have received or should receive special 
education services (Morris & Morris, 2006). In addition, students who have received 
special education services are also more likely to have experienced grade retention, 
suspension, expulsion and pushout than their peers who have not been identified 
(Achilles, McLaughlin, & Croninger, 2007). These educational experiences all correlate 
with an increased likelihood of arrest and court-involvement (Krezmien, Mulcahy, & 
Leone, 2008).  
However, the exact nature of the relationship between school experiences and 
arrest is unknown (Wilson, 2014). Researchers and educators do not know if, for 
example, grade retention or suspension cause higher rates of arrest and should be 
avoided, or if grade retention and suspension are merely symptomatic of another problem 
that is the real cause of arrest, such as poor student-teacher relationships. Without 
understanding which school experiences might cause arrest, educators, researchers and 
policymakers risk developing ineffective interventions that do not reduce arrest rates for 
young people who have received special education services. 
School characteristics and policies have an impact on exclusionary punishments 





Union, 2013) independent of student demographic characteristics (Eskenazi, Eddins, & 
Beam, 2003), or even student behaviors (Stokes, 2011). For example, certain school 
resources, such as more qualified teachers (measured by education, credentials and 
experience), a wide variety of course offerings, and extracurricular activities appeared to 
reduce suspensions and expulsions in a study of New York City schools (Eskenazi et al., 
2003). The presence of police officers within schools increases the likelihood disciplinary 
infractions will lead to arrest rather than a school-level disciplinary response (Beger, 
2002). Zero-tolerance policies have expanded dramatically since the Gun Free Schools 
Act, passed in 1994, leading to an increase in suspensions and expulsions (Hirschfield, 
2008); fewer than 1% of these exclusionary punishments are responses to violent or 
threatening behavior (Stokes, 2011).  
Even within schools, teachers may have vastly different rates of office 
disciplinary referrals (Skiba, 2002), suggesting that teachers’ classroom management 
skills and choices about responses to student behavior have a strong impact on whether 
and how a student gets punished. For example, one study found that two thirds of the 
office disciplinary referrals in a middle school came from only twenty five percent of 
teachers (Skiba, 2002). Punishment is not simply a neutral, logical response to student 
behaviors; differences in student-teacher interactions lead to differences in the 
identification of and response to problem behaviors as well.  
Because interactions are mediated by culture, a lack of understanding of cultural 
diversity may lead to teachers misunderstanding student behaviors (Blanchett, 2006; 
Blanchett et al., 2009). The racial composition of schools and an individual student’s race 





different racial and ethnic groups appear to engage in the same rates and types of 
disciplinary and legal infractions (Rocque & Paternoster, 2011). Black students, in 
particular, are most likely to be punished at school; they are also most likely to be 
punished with suspensions and expulsions, which have been found to have many negative 
consequences for students, including an increased likelihood of subsequent arrest 
(Rocque & Paternoster, 2011). Researchers have argued that culturally unresponsive 
disciplinary styles may lead to the overrepresentation of Black students among those who 
are suspended, expelled, placed in special education, and arrested (Blanchett, 2006; 
Delpit, 1995; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). However, researchers have also 
demonstrated that Black students are punished more frequently and severely than White 
students for the same behaviors (Ferguson, 2000; Rocque & Paternoster, 2011). For 
example, one study found that Black students were 27% more likely to receive a 
disciplinary report than other students after taking into account a variety of student 
characteristics and students’ conduct at school as perceived by their teachers (Rocque & 
Paternoster, 2011). Several studies have found that while rates of mandatory suspensions 
for less discretionary violations of school rules such as bringing a gun to school are 
similar across all racial and ethnic groups, Black students are more likely to receive 
punishments for discretionary violations of school rules such as disrespect (e.g., Fabelo et 
al., 2011; Rocque & Paternoster, 2011), indicating that Black students do not necessarily 
break rules more frequently than other students but that they are more likely to be 
punished.   
In addition, a student’s race affects his or her likelihood of being identified with 





settings (Losen & Welner, 2001), with Black students being most likely to be labeled 
with higher-incidence disability categories that are most likely to be diagnosed at school, 
such as EBD, Learning Disabilities (LD) and mild Intellectual Disabilities (ID). Black 
students are more likely to be placed in segregated special education classes and schools 
than White students with the same disability labels; highly restrictive special education 
settings are also associated with negative outcomes (Hehir & Katzmann, 2012).  
Researchers have pointed to structural inequalities as an important cause of 
unequal rates of punishment, classification, and arrest among students from across 
different racial and ethnic groups. For example, Eskenazi and colleagues (2003) found 
that certain resources were associated with improved student behavior in New York City 
schools but that those resources were distributed inequitably in ways that correlated with 
schools’ racial compositions. Educational practice at every level appears to influence 
student punishment more than student characteristics and behaviors. 
Gender also affects a variety of educational experiences, such as who is identified 
for special educational services, and who is more likely to get into trouble and for what. 
Boys are more likely to receive special education services (Blanchett, 2006) and get 
arrested than girls (Gage, Josephs, & Lunde, 2012). Researchers have also argued that 
boys and girls both get classified as educationally disabled and arrested for different 
reasons (Gage et al., 2012; Sharpe & Gelsthorpe, 2009). Rigid gender expectations may 
also lead to trouble at school when those expectations are not aligned with school 
expectations for appropriate behavior. For example, Sharpe and Gelsthorpe (2009) argued 
that girls who get into trouble in school or with the law are subject to “double 





200). In addition, Gage and colleagues (2012) found that “following a conviction, girls 
generally appear to be punished more severely than boys” (p. 604). However, boys do 
make up the majority of both students receiving special education services and young 
people who have been arrested. 
Students’ experiences with schooling, special education and arrest are also 
affected by responses to their sexual orientation and gender presentation (Winn, 2011). 
Young people who are subjected to homophobic bullying and harassment at school may 
feel the need to protect themselves in ways that violate school rules, such as by carrying a 
weapon (Winn, 2011). These young people may also experience discrimination from 
school staff, security, police, and courts (Winn, 2011).  
Finally, any individual young person’s identity lies at the intersection of all these 
and more characteristics. For example, Black girls have different experiences at school 
from Black boys although they are the same race; they may experience neglect from 
adults at school who assume that girls are more mature and need less help (Crenshaw, 
Ocen, & Nanda, 2015). Black girls are also much more likely to be punished at school 
and to receive more severe sentences in the juvenile justice system than girls of other 
races, even though they are all girls (Crenshaw et al., 2015). In addition, members of the 
same racial or ethnic group may have very different experiences at school depending on 
their social class, dominant language (e.g., Gay, 2010), sexual orientation (e.g., 
Kumashiro, 2001) and other factors.  
Rationale for This Study 
Educational experiences are intimately tied to the likelihood of involvement with 





services (e.g., Fabelo et al., 2011; Morgan, Salomon, Plotkin, & Cohen, 2014). These 
experiences appear to be mediated by students’ race, sex, sexual orientation, social class, 
and disability status, among other factors. Researchers and educators have theorized a 
“school-to-prison pipeline” (STPP) to understand school factors, policies and experiences 
that seem to lead to students’ involvement in juvenile and adult criminal justice systems. 
The STPP refers to school-level factors, such as punitive disciplinary policies (NYCLU, 
2013), that seem to increase the likelihood that young people will wind up in prison, 
independent of or in addition to student level factors, on the one hand, or larger regional-
level factors such as neighborhood composition, on the other. However, the exact 
mechanisms by which time at school seems to lead to prison for young people receiving 
special educational services is unclear (Wilson, 2014). For example, there is some debate 
about whether restrictive special education placements are the cause of problems for 
students (e.g., Baglieri, Valle, Connor, & Gallagher, 2011), or whether students who 
receive special education services have deficits that lead to both restrictive special 
education placements and other negative outcomes (e.g., Kauffman, Bantz, & 
McCullough, 2002), although, as mentioned above, research suggests that the former is 
more likely. There is also very little research on how young people with educational 
disabilities who have been arrested make sense of their school or court experiences, or 
what factors and experiences young people identify as being helpful or harmful to their 
success. Without this understanding, adult educators, policymakers and researchers may 
miss opportunities for connecting with and helping students improve their experiences at 





Most published literature on students with identified disabilities who have been 
arrested assumes that particular children are the sources of problems leading to special 
education referrals, punishment, and arrest (e.g., Gage et al., 2012; Gresham & 
MacMillan, 1997; Kauffman et al., 2002; Kavale & Mostert, 2003). Research that arises 
from this assumption looks for problems within students, and occasionally their families 
and communities. Existing research on students receiving special educational services 
who have been arrested frequently assumes that student characteristics are the primary 
source of variation in student outcomes, such as special education placement or arrest. 
Researchers operating from that perspective try to identify those student characteristics 
looking at, for example, whether low tolerance for frustration or an inability to 
understand the consequences of one’s actions lead to problems at school or arrest (Morris 
& Morris, 2006). 
However, other researchers who study students receiving special education 
services have argued that focusing exclusively on student characteristics ignores the 
important role that schools play in reproducing existing power structures (e.g., Anyon, 
1980) through sorting students into particular roles and tracks (e.g., Hurn, 1993), such as 
the “abnormal” child in need of special educational services (e.g., Baglieri, Bejoian, 
Broderick, Connor, & Valle, 2011) or the dangerous child in need of containment through 
punishment and arrest. Schools can enable or disable children through their structures and 
practices (e.g., Baglieri et al., 2011). As a result, more research is necessary to understand 
how school level factors predict arrest. Although schools are clearly not the only 
influences on young people’s lives, more research is necessary to understand the ways 





Although research exists studying policies intended to reduce young people’s 
likelihood of arrest, the results of randomized trials are often mixed (e.g., Komro et al., 
2004; Multisite Violence Prevention Project, 2009). Ludwig, Kling, and Mullainathan 
(2011) argued that policy evaluations frequently lead to null findings because contextual 
moderators can blunt the observed impact of an otherwise effective intervention; 
researchers should complement full policy evaluations with inquiries into the specific 
mechanisms which may make policies work. Ludwig and colleagues suggest that a better 
understanding of the mechanisms that lead to certain outcomes, such as arrest for young 
people who have received special education services, can lead to more targeted and 
effective interventions. More research is necessary to uncover both which school-level 
factors predict arrest for young people receiving special education services specifically 
and also how those school-level factors impact particular young people.  
Existing quantitative research frequently considers identification for special 
education services as a student-level risk factor for arrest (e.g., Gage et al., 2012; Ingalls, 
Hammond, & Trussell, 2011; Morris & Morris, 2006; Quinn, Rutherford, Leone, Osher, 
& Poirier, 2005; Shippen, Patterson, Green, & Smitherman, 2012). However, more 
quantitative research is necessary to understand which school-level factors predict arrest 
for this particular group of young people. In addition, qualitative research is necessary to 
better understand how those school-level factors affect young people who have received 
special education services. Mixed-methods research allows for the possibility of 
exploring both of these topics.  
To date, most of what is known or assumed about how young people receiving 





from analyses of educational records, surveys, and highly structured interviews, with 
topics of interest generated exclusively by adult researchers. These methods privilege the 
voices and perspectives of adult educators and researchers over the voices of young 
people who have received special educational services and been arrested. These methods 
are used because many adult researchers express concern over the trustworthiness of data 
generated by young people who have been arrested and/or received special education 
services, such as data generated by more open-ended interviews of young participants, 
because many researchers argue that those young people are not trustworthy (e.g., Zabel 
& Nigro, 1999). However, “[y]oung people themselves are powerful and insightful 
analysts of what works and what does not work for them in school and the conditions that 
need to be brought into existence for them to have a meaningful education” (Smyth, 
2007, p. 635). Young people’s perspectives will help researchers, policymakers and 
educators better understand how school-level factors affect different students.  
Because people are experts on their own lives (Delpit, 1995), semi-structured 
interviews (Weiss, 1994) can give young people who have received special education 
services and been arrested the opportunity to describe the complexities of their thoughts, 
emotions and experiences in more detail (Gay, 2010), and to generate topics for future 
qualitative and quantitative research. Solorzano and Yosso (2002) have proposed that 
counter-storytelling is an important tool for individuals from traditionally marginalized 
groups to both add to the research base and to disrupt dominant ideas of who gets to 
produce knowledge. Although those authors focus on critical race methodology, they 
acknowledge the intersection of racism with other forms of oppression, such as disability. 





from marginalized groups who are not usually heard by researchers, with special 
attention to dis/ability and its intersection with other aspects of identity, such as race, 
class, and gender. The goal of counter-storytelling is not simply to add ideas about a 
topic, but to change the way topics such as arrest and special education are framed and 
understood.  
Finally, DS scholars and activists often insist, “Nothing about us without us,” 
(Clandinin & Raymond, 2006); in other words, no research should be conducted on 
topics related to disability without including the perspectives of individuals with 
disabilities. This stance required me to seek out the perspectives of young people who 
have received special education services for a study on how their time at school may have 
contributed to getting arrested. Research that privileges the voices of individuals from 
marginalized groups, such as young people with disabilities who have been arrested, is 
necessary because it can be easy for researchers to look at group members from a deficit 
oriented view and assume that anything individuals in the group do differently from the 
researcher must be the root of all of their problems. Connor (2009), among others, has 
argued that “differences from ‘the norm’ are perceived as deviations, and subsequently 
pathologised” (p. 3). However, when people are given the opportunity to give their 
perspectives, they can provide surprising and helpful insights. For example, existing 
research tends to assume that children with identified disabilities are the source of any 
problems at school; however, those children may have insight into ways that their school 
experiences enable or disable them. Allowing young people with disabilities who have 





researchers with valuable directions for future research, and may provide policymakers 
and educators suggestions for changes in practice.  
Statement of Purpose and Research Questions 
 The purpose of this study was to gain a deeper understanding of the school-level 
factors that seem to push so many children receiving special education services along the 
“school-to-prison” pipeline. I aimed to understand both which school-level factors predict 
arrest for young people receiving special education services and how young people 
experience those school-level factors. Moreover, I “presume[d] competence” (Biklen & 
Burke, 2006) in young people who have been identified as having educational 
disabilities, and was interested in determining how schools help or hinder young people 
in demonstrating their competence.  
In order to achieve this purpose, I carried out a mixed methods study. For the 
quantitative strand, I used regression analysis and administrative data from the New York 
City Department of Education (NYCDOE) and New York State Education Department 
(NYSED) to gain a better understanding of which school-level factors predict arrest for 
young people receiving special educational services in New York City’s public schools. 
Identifying these factors is a necessary step because altering them might improve 
outcomes for young people. For the qualitative strand, I used interview research to gain a 
deeper, thicker (Geertz, 1973) understanding of how some young people who have 
received special education services and been arrested in New York City make sense of 
the school-level factors that do or do not significantly predict arrest in the quantitative 
portion of my study. Understanding young people’s perspectives provided some insight 





factors. In addition, interview research allowed young people to identify additional 
variables and topics for future research (Weiss, 1994). 
Mixed-methods research provides an “opportunity for an assortment of divergent 
conclusions and inferences,” leading to “greater insight into complex aspects of the 
phenomenon” (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010, p. 9). I did not use mixed-methods solely, or 
even primarily, for the purpose of triangulating and confirming conclusions across data 
sources. I was also interested in where the data diverge, and the implications of those 
areas of divergence for different students’ experiences at school. These areas of 
divergence indicated both variation in individual students’ experiences and areas for 
future quantitative and qualitative research.  
My research looked for ways in which schools can better serve all students rather 
than looking for supposed defects within children that are in need of fixing so that those 
children can perform better in school as it is currently structured. Biklen and Burke 
(2006) claimed that presuming competence in students who have received special 
educational services contrasts with the “common practice of regarding performance 
difficulties as evidence of incompetence and then expecting little” (p. 172) of these young 
people. When young people who have received special educational services get arrested, 
the common practice is to presume that this problem reflects a student’s inability to 
behave appropriately, and to attempt to change the child without changing the school 
context. However, presuming competence means maintaining high expectations and 
expecting that all young people, including those who have received special educational 
services and been arrested, have high goals for themselves that they can achieve under 





Biklen and Burke (2006) argued that presuming competence is “a stance, an 
outlook, a framework for educational engagement” (p. 168), that requires researchers and 
educators to actively seek out the perspectives of young people who are receiving special 
education services rather than only permitting able-bodied adults to speak for them. The 
children I interviewed had valuable and sometimes surprising insights into how their 
schools help and hinder them. The qualitative portion of this mixed-methods study used 
semi-structured interviews to inquire into these insights. These two methods complement 
each other, since regression was used to better understand the factors influencing the 
distribution of arrest rates of children receiving special education services across schools 
(Angrist & Pischke, 2009), and interview research was used to better understand 
individual young people’s experiences with these and other factors that the quantitative or 
qualitative data suggest are significant predictors of arrest.  
I posed three questions for this research: 
1) Which school-level factors predict arrest for young people who have received 
special educational services? 
2) How do young people who have received special education services and been 
arrested present and explain these and other educational experiences that help or 
hinder them at school?  
3) Where do the answers to these two questions converge and diverge? 
The third question is particularly important because school-level factors may 
statistically significantly predict arrest on average across a large group of young people 
who have received special education services and been arrested, but not be personally 





Mixed methods research allows for a nuanced understanding of heterogeneous effects, 
and provides insight into which school-level factors are likely to harm particular young 
people. 
Theoretical and Conceptual Frameworks 
For this study, I used Disability Studies (DS) as my overarching theoretical 
framework across both the quantitative and qualitative strands of the study. DS sees 
disability as a social construction rather than a medical fact; physical and mental diversity 
and variation certainly exist, but the decision to call some forms of difference disability is 
based on contextual and social norms about what bodies should do or look like (e.g., 
Valle & Connor, 2011). For example, someone who communicates using sign language 
would have no trouble holding a conversation in a very noisy room, unlike someone who 
relies primarily on his or her voice and ears to communicate. On the other hand, the first 
individual would have a more difficult time communicating in the dark than the second. 
Rather than deciding which person is “actually” disabled, DS provides a framework for 
understanding the conditions under which diverse people can demonstrate their 
competence and be successful at various activities. DS also interrogates the conditions 
under which certain ways of doing or being become the “differences that matter” 
(Kliewer, 1998). 
Disability studies questions the idea that the “normal” child exists (Baglieri et al., 
2011) or that schools should attempt to change students to make them more normal, and 
to better fit into the existing curriculum. Ideas about who is normal come from statistics, 
and reflect an idea that the way the numerical majority looks and acts is the ideal way to 





who talk using their hands and eyes are considered “abnormal” and therefore disabled. 
However, those who talk using their mouth and ears would actually be disabled in a very 
loud environment that would not impede those who rely on their hands and eyes. 
Similarly, if it is considered “normal” for students in middle and high school to work 
quietly and independently while sitting still at a desk, young people who prefer to speak 
with others or move while working may be considered disruptive and be referred for 
special education assessment or disciplinary action. Context affects an individual’s ability 
to be successful at various tasks, such as having a conversation or writing a research 
report, but social norms still separate the “able” from the “disabled,” and suggest that 
these statuses are inherent to an individual rather than a function of the environment.  
Traditional special educators assume that disability is a deficit located within an 
individual, and that the role of schools is to detect and treat that disability through 
scientifically produced interventions (Baglieri et al., 2011) so that students can become 
“more typical, more normal” (Kauffman et al., 2002, p. 154). These interventions may 
take place in segregated settings, such as resource rooms, self-contained classrooms, or 
even entirely “specialized” schools. Disability has always been, and continues to be, 
considered an educationally legitimate grounds for exclusion from and inequality at 
school (Baynton, 2001).  
On the other hand, DS scholars place the burden of changing on schools rather 
than on children; schools should be inclusive of and adapt to human diversity rather than 
sites for assimilating young people into the dominant culture. In this framework, students 
do not have a disability that justifies differential treatment; instead, they become disabled 





(Reid & Knight, 2006). Many DS scholars refer to this privileging as ableism—the 
assumption that “able-bodied” individuals’ ways of learning and demonstrating their 
learning is inherently the best way. However, many scholars have also noted that 
assumptions about the best way to learn and demonstrate learning at school are culturally 
embedded and privilege the bodies and practices of students who are White (e.g., Gay, 
2010; Kumashiro, 2002), English-dominant (e.g., Gandara et al., 2010), middle- or upper-
class (e.g., Anyon, 1980; Oakes, 2005), heterosexual (e.g., Blount & Anahita, 2004; 
Kumashiro, 2002), and Christian (e.g., Sarroub, 2001). Students whose behaviors did not 
fit into these ideas about the proper ways of “being a student” (Gandara et al., 2010, p. 
23) are considered to have disabilities, and the status quo of how schools function is 
preserved. 
A DS lens will allow me to understand how school experiences may lead to arrest 
for young people receiving special education services rather than looking for problems 
within a child that may lead to arrest. In addition, a DS lens focuses on how schools 
position some students as “bad” (Collins, 2011), “outcast[s]” (Wortham, 2004), or 
otherwise inferior to other students rather than assuming that students come to school 
with problems waiting to be located and identified.  
Because of my DS lens, I am interested in focusing on the experiences of children 
who have received special education services; these young people are sometimes also 
referred to as having educational disabilities. There is controversy about who gets labeled 
as educationally disabled, and practices vary from state to state (Morris & Morris, 2006). 
However, because I am interested in how school practices disable students rather than 





students who have been identified for special education services because these students 
have been formally declared by schools to be abnormal and in need of special services.  
In addition, regardless of whether the student truly “has” a disability or not, being 
identified as educationally disabled sets a series of events into motion. At the very least, 
students must acquire a label; in particular, students must be classified as having one of 
fourteen disability categories, and the school must declare that any difficulties students 
are having result from the student’s biology, rather than any school, community, or home 
experiences or factors (Individuals with Disabilities in Education Improvement Act 
[IDEA], 2004). Researchers have argued that the mere act of labeling a child can have 
consequences for both the child’s self-perceptions and how others perceive and treat the 
child (e.g., Butler, 1994; Mahoney, 1974). Labeling a child disabled, even if that child 
receives very few special services, is, by itself, a significant enough event to warrant 
investigation. 
Further, young people’s experiences with (special) education are mediated by 
their particular disability classification. For example, approximately half (49.4%) of 
students with an “intellectual disability” label spend less than 40% of their day in a 
“regular school, time inside general class,” while the majority of students with the labels 
“orthopedic impairment” (55.1%), “specific learning disability” (67.8%) and “speech or 
language impairment” (87.3%) spend at least 80% of their day in those “general” classes 
(National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2016). Young people’s experiences of 
“restrictive” special education settings (i.e., classes and schools filled only with young 
people with formal disability classifications) varies across disability labels. For example, 





separate residential schools for Deaf children as important sites for perpetuating Deaf 
culture and American Sign Language (O’Brien & Placier, 2015). Alternatively, 
residential institutions for children identified as having intellectual disabilities, such as 
the infamous Willowbrook State School on Staten Island, are notorious for having 
offered few educational opportunities and deplorable living conditions (Gunderman, 
2017). Within disability classifications, students’ school experiences are mediated by 
race; for example, Black students identified as having a “learning disability” are more 
likely to be placed in restrictive settings than White students (Blanchett, 2006).  
For the quantitative portion of my study in particular, I drew upon Raudenbush 
and Willms’ (1995) model of how schools affect student outcomes. Those authors argued 
that student outcomes result from a school’s practice, context, and student body 
characteristics. A school’s practice includes the curriculum content and enactment, 
utilization of resources, and administrative leadership and policies, such as behavioral 
policies. The school context includes the social and economic characteristics of the 
community that the school is situated within. Student body characteristics include student 
demographic characteristics, and also the incoming academic and behavioral 
characteristics of students.  
Although Raudenbush and Willms (1995) distinguish between factors that are 
within an individual school’s control or not, each of these categories can be manipulated 
by some level of policy. As a result, each of these categories can potentially be 
considered causes of higher or lower arrest rates within a particular school, and not 
merely attributes of that school (Holland, 1986). For example, the authors acknowledge 





educators. However, the larger context that the school is situated within is often the result 
of policies at a regional and national level that affect the social and economic context. In 
addition, the student body composition is affected by district, regional and national 
policies that affect student assignment to school, residential segregation that impacts 
student body composition, and other factors (e.g., Yudof et al., 2011). A DS lens focuses 
on how context at all levels works to enable or disable individuals; mixed methods 
allowed for a view of both the macro policy level and an individual’s lived experience of 
those policies (Mertens, Bledsoe, Sullivan, & Wilson, 2010). The macro policy level can 
be manipulated by policymakers, while an individual’s lived experience is influenced by 
those large-scale policies and also by the practices of particular schools and educators.  
Significance of the Study 
 This mixed-methods study contributes to the research base on young people who 
have received special education services and been arrested by examining the school-level 
factors that predict arrest. Previous research has focused primarily on student-level 
factors, assuming that supposed deficits within students explain this problem. My focus 
followed directly from using a DS lens, which can be used to examine how schools 
enable or disable students.  
This information has implications for research, policy, and practice. This study 
sought to determine which school-level factors are statistically associated with arrest; 
future research can examine which of those factors might cause arrest, ideally through 
experimental or quasi-experimental methods. In addition, school-level factors are subject 
to influence by policy. For example, research has suggested that the quality of resources 





al., 2003). Districts may want to make changes to school-level factors, such as improving 
school libraries, or recruiting more experienced teachers, if those changes are likely to 
reduce arrest rates among young people who have received special education services. 
Finally, educators working at the school level can alter factors such as course offerings 
and zero-tolerance policies that may impact arrest rates among young people receiving 
special education services.  
In addition, this study makes a unique contribution to what is known about how 
school-level factors predict arrest for young people receiving special education services 
by including the voices and perspectives of those most directly affected by these factors, 
policies and experiences. Currently, little research exists on how youth with or without 
disabilities who have been arrested understand their time at school (Weissman, 2009), or 
on which school experiences those young people find helpful or harmful. Existing 
research on the perceptions of young people who have been arrested is almost exclusively 
quantitative. Because young people might make sense of their experiences very 
differently from how adults do (Cammarota & Fine, 2008), research based solely on adult 
perspectives has limited power to explain youths’ experiences. Although outsiders can 
speculate about how and why various experiences seem to contribute to young people 
receiving special education services getting arrested, emic and etic perspectives on living 
with a disability label can differ considerably (Reagan, 2009).   
 Adult researchers have generally decided which aspects of young peoples’ 
experience and which outcomes should be addressed based on existing research 
conducted by other adults. For example, Schubert, Mulvey, Loughran, and Losoya (2012) 





experiences “hypothesized to be theoretically relevant” based on quantitative data 
showing correlations between these experiences and various types of outcomes (p. 78). 
However, existing studies failed to ask young people which experiences or outcomes 
were important to them. Young people in this study raised topics for future research and 
educational interventions that adult researchers might not think to look for on their own.  
 Quantitative studies of programs to prevent arrest can indicate which school-based 
programs may help young people, on average, while qualitative studies can better explain 
how those programs affect different individuals differently and why. By employing both 
methods, this study will allow for “an assortment of divergent conclusions and 
inferences” that will provide “greater insight into complex aspects of the phenomenon” 
(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010, p. 9). The purpose of using both methods was not to 
confirm one set of results with the results from the other method. Instead, I was interested 
in exploring areas of both convergence and divergence in the data. When the data 
converged, the qualitative data could be used to interpret and explain the quantitative 
data. However, when the data diverged, the qualitative data offered insight into how and 
why individual young people’s experiences differ from the statistically average 
experience. In addition, divergent conclusions across the quantitative and qualitative 
strands of this study suggested some new ways that researchers and policymakers can 
understand this topic.  
 Finally, this study explored heterogeneity of effects of school-level factors on 
young people who have received special education services. Divergent results across the 
quantitative and qualitative strands of this study suggest ways in which school-level 





factors such as race or sex, but also depending on other types of individual student 
variation that is difficult to study in exclusively quantitative research, such as particular 
students’ personalities and interests. A better understanding of how different young 
people understand and describe their time at school can open up new areas for future 
research, and suggest ways that individuals who work in schools may need to modify 
policies to help schools better fit individual students.  
Conclusion 
 Young people who have received special education services are far more likely to 
get arrested than their peers who have not received special education services (e.g., 
Morris & Morris, 2006; Quinn et al., 2005). Existing research looks primarily at student 
characteristics to explain arrest, even as research suggests that school-level factors impact 
a variety of student outcomes, including arrest. However, the relationship among these 
experiences and arrest is not well understood. Gaining a better understanding of both the 
experiences, factors and policies that predict arrest for young people who have received 
special education services and how young people make sense of those experiences will 
allow researchers to better understand how schools disable young people, and how that 
process works differently for different students. As researchers, educators and 
policymakers develop a better understanding of how the STPP operates for young people 
receiving special education services, they can work more effectively to disrupt it. In the 
next chapter, I will review the literature on the school experiences of young people with 
disabilities who have been arrested and discuss what is known about this topic, as well as 






II – REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 This chapter has two main goals, based on a Disability Studies (DS) based 
understanding that disability is a social construction (e.g., Ferri, 2008; Valle & Connor, 
2011), and that our educational system enables and disables particular children (e.g., 
Leonardo & Broderick, 2011). First, I provide a brief overview of the various 
perspectives on educating individuals who do not to fit within United States public 
schools (Deschennes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001), particularly those who are considered to 
have disabilities and/or are considered to be “delinquent.” This DS-based overview 
focuses on the larger social context of education, and how that context enables or disables 
students rather than attempting to define a particular group that supposedly “has” 
disabilities to write about.  
Second, I review the literature on school-level factors related to arrest for young 
people who have received special education services to answer the question: What is 
known about the relationship between school-level factors and arrest for students who 
have received special education services? Gaining a better understanding of the 
relationships among factors and experiences that correlate with arrest will allow 
educators, researchers and policymakers to understand how and where to target 
interventions in order to reduce arrests among students identified with disabilities. In 
addition, gaining a better understanding of what is known about this topic will allow 
researchers to determine what still needs to be learned in order to better disrupt 





Ab/Normal Children and Schools 
I draw upon the history of educating children who are considered to be different, 
deviant or defective in selecting Disability Studies as the framework for this study. I 
argue that seemingly commonsense categories such as “students with disabilities” or 
“juvenile delinquents,” which locate problems within children, are highly problematic 
and result from a long history of privileging particular ways of being at school to the 
exclusion of others. As a result, I use the terms “students who have received special 
education services” or “students with IEPs” (Individualized Education Plans, which are 
given to all students receiving any sort of special education services), rather than 
“students with disabilities,” as these terms acknowledge that the decision to provide a 
particular type of educational experience is not a natural, neutral response to a particular 
type of body at school. I also refer to students or young people “who have been arrested” 
rather than “juvenile delinquents” since the former term also describes an experience that 
some young people have had without assuming that that experience is an inevitable 
response to or reflection of the young person’s behaviors or characteristics.  
Postmodern and critical scholars, such as those writing from the perspectives of 
Disability Studies, have critiqued the supposed naturalness and neutrality of schools, and 
the assumption that mismatches between students and schools should be blamed on 
students. For example, Kumashiro (2012) has suggested that, rather than asking who is 
winning or losing the educational race, educators, researchers, and policymakers ask, 
“who made the rules?” (p. 4). Brantlinger (2006) argued that dominant groups make rules 
that perpetuate their dominance. For example, one rule of school is that students must 





backgrounds, whose language and worldviews are congruent with what they are expected 
to use on the test. If students do not pass these tests, there are important consequences, 
such as referral to special education placement, segregation into low-tracked classes, or 
denial of a high school diploma.  
A DS lens both requires and allows me to examine how school-level factors 
currently work to enable and disable students, rather than blaming problems and 
mismatches on particular young people; while DS does not deny the existence of 
physiological variation, it questions the decision to interpret some of those variations as 
“disability” and to treat people differentially according to that interpretation (e.g., Reid & 
Knight, 2006; Snyder & Mitchell, 2006). In addition, A DS lens also requires me to seek 
out the perspectives of students who have received special educational services, as these 
young people have important insight into their time at school that cannot be obtained 
anywhere else. Disability studies scholars question “who has the right to speak for 
whom” (Reid & Knight, 2006) and emphasize the importance of listening to individuals 
who have been constructed as having disabilities, such as students who have received 
special education services, to understand the experiences of individuals who are 
constructed as having disabilities.  
The Brief History of Common Schooling in the United States 
In this section, I present the brief history of common schooling in the United 
States; immediately after common schooling became compulsory for all children in the 
U.S., schools began constructing rationales for excluding some children (e.g., Osgood, 





historically been constructed as too “special” or “delinquent” to experience the same type 
of schooling as their peers (Richardson, 1994).  
The introduction of common, compulsory schooling during the 19th century was 
originally based on the belief that all children should learn “a common political and 
social ideology” (Osgood, 1997, p. 376) together, in the same space. Although this vision 
of education was intended to be egalitarian, providing access to school for all children, 
regardless of their backgrounds, it meant that schools served a normalizing function as 
well as an academic one. Children were expected to conform to the political and social 
norms of the White, Protestant, male, English-speaking, heterosexual, middle- and upper-
class, able-bodied individuals who determined the curriculum. Ross (1901), argued that a 
“gain” of common schooling was the “substitution of the teacher for the parent as the 
model upon which the child forms itself” (as cited in Kliebard, 1987, p. 93); children 
whose home cultures were considered problematic could be assimilated into the dominant 
culture at school. Rather than embracing and including diversity, schools attempted to 
eradicate it.  
When schools could not eradicate diversity, they excluded the children who 
embodied it; almost immediately after the introduction of common, compulsory 
schooling, educators and policymakers looked to find ways to segregate or exclude some 
children whom schools did not seem to fit (Deschennes et al., 2001). Children whose 
bodies and behaviors differed too much from the idealized norm were quickly shifted into 
parallel, segregated classrooms and schools that frequently had less academically-
oriented curricula, less qualified teachers, and fewer resources (Osgood, 1997; 





were frequently sorted into separate institutions for the delinquent or disabled 
(Richardson, 1994). Until the late twentieth century, children who were considered to 
have disabilities could be excluded from school entirely if they were considered 
uneducable (Richardson, 1994)  
Part of the stated reason for these segregated spaces has always been to provide a 
special, compensatory education for children who were considered too different (and 
deficient) to benefit from the common curriculum (e.g., Osgood, 1997; Richardson, 
1994). For example, the Board of Supervisors in Boston argued in 1887 that children 
were sent to segregated spaces “as a favor, not as a punishment;” however, in the same 
document, they acknowledged that the separate classes “have never been popular either 
with teachers or pupils,” (as cited in Osgood, 1997, pp. 391-392). In addition, educators 
and policymakers have argued for the necessity of removing certain children who might 
negatively influence their peers from common schools since the beginning of common 
schooling (Osgood, 1997). Richardson (1994) described this sorting as the “19th century 
purification of the school-age population” (p. 715).  
Snyder and Mitchell (2006) linked ideas about segregating individuals who had 
disabilities to the 19th century’s eugenics movement, which “adopted a largely biological 
analysis of poverty and other social inequalities as a product of human deficiencies” (p. 
69). Rather than looking at how school and social conditions might create and perpetuate 
inequality, eugenicists blamed an individual’s body for his or her failure to behave in 
ways considered normal, and therefore desirable. According to this perspective, certain 
individuals’ bodies created social problems; eugenicists advocated isolating those 





who were considered “defective” (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 71) were placed into 
institutions, such as hospitals or special schools, where the rest of the population could be 
protected from them, and where specialized professionals would ideally solve the 
problems in their bodies that supposedly created their abnormalities. 
During the early 20th century, educators and policymakers began arguing that 
schools should be organized around scientific and psychological principles rather than a 
common social and political ideology. Educators believed that scientific tests, such as IQ 
tests, were politically neutral and could accurately measure children’s intelligence and 
aptitude; as a result, those tests should be used to determine which children were worthy 
of which types of education (Kliebard, 1987). For example, students who scored low on 
psychometric tests might be excluded from participation in an academic curriculum; 
instead, those students might be given a vocational curriculum. Educators and 
policymakers assumed that many children simply were not capable of learning much. 
Identifying and sorting children who might or might not benefit from a rigorous 
education became an important function of schools (Kliebard, 1987; Tyack, 1974). 
However, the inherent cultural bias in these sorting tools was ignored. 
In addition, a growing concern with social efficiency in schools during the early 
twentieth century encouraged the perpetuation of segregated classes and schools for 
young people who were considered to have disabilities, or were considered to be 
delinquent (Kliebard, 1987). These children were considered dangerous to either the 
“efficient” movement of children through particular curricula at particular rates 





As this brief, DS-based overview of common schooling indicates, the practice of 
identifying some students as “special” or “delinquent” is neither neutral not inevitable; it 
has always been linked to ideas about what a “normal,” “American” schoolchild should 
look like and do, and to ideas about how school should function. By contrast, Terzi 
(2007), among others, has argued that other ideologies about the purpose of schooling 
might lead to different organizational structures; for example, if schools focused on 
developing individuals’ unique capabilities rather than equalizing and normalizing 
students’ functioning in the classroom, then there would not be a problem with students 
who do not “fit” and who seem to interfere with the efficient functioning of the class.  
Locating Educational Problems: Bodies, Communities, Society 
There has also been resistance to the idea that certain children were simply 
incapable of academic success. During the middle of the twentieth century, the 
assumption that all children who struggled in school did so because of their defective 
bodies was challenged by some educators and policymakers, who became concerned that 
some students were failing because they were not being given an equal opportunity to 
succeed at school (Spring, 1989). However, while these educators and policymakers 
began looking for problems beyond the body of an individual student, they frequently 
blamed that student’s family and community rather than the structures and actions of 
schools and society at large. For example, many educators and policymakers believed 
that some children were hindered by a “culture of poverty” (Spring, 1989, p. 140) or 
cultural deficits (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995). The purpose of schools became 





and “begin the social race at the same starting line” (Spring, 1989, p. 123) by 
enculturating students into dominant cultural values and norms.  
Educators and policymakers who held these beliefs still expected all children to 
conform to school norms that reflected White, Protestant, English-speaking, heterosexual, 
middle- and upper-class ways of being, and believed that schools should assimilate 
students into these norms (Kumashiro, 2012; Utley, Kozleski, Smith, & Draper, 2002; 
Weinstein, Tomlinson-Clarke, & Curran, 2004). When children did not conform to those 
norms, the source of the problem was located within children or their communities rather 
than schools. As a result, research into the problem of mismatch between schools and 
children frequently focused on supposed deficits within children, their families, and their 
communities. More recently, scholars have argued that children’s communities and 
cultures are not the problem; schools’ failures to provide culturally relevant and 
responsive curricula (e.g., Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1995) and to distribute resources 
in an equitable way (e.g., Eskenazi et al., 2003) leads to inequitable outcomes among 
students from different backgrounds.   
The next section explores in more detail how DS, specifically, questions ideas 
about the role of schooling in constructing some young people as disabled or delinquent 
rather than assuming that problems arise from individual young people’s bodies.  
Special Education and Disability Studies: Two Perspectives  
 Currently, debate continues among scholars, educators, and policymakers about 
the best way to educate all children; in particular, the debate centers around whether 
some students require “special” education services, or whether inclusive practices should 





for All Handicapped Children Act, passed in 1975, finally required schools to educate all 
children; however, this law also allowed for some children to be segregated into separate 
spaces from other students if those spaces were considered the “least restrictive 
environment” in which a child could be educated. As a result, some children continue to 
be segregated into separate special education classes and schools in NYC. There is debate 
over whether this segregation is beneficial or harmful for students receiving special 
education services. 
On one side of the debate are those who believe that the general educational 
curriculum is adequate, and that some children are simply too different to benefit from it 
(e.g., Gresham & MacMillan, 1997; Kavale & Mostert, 2003; Kauffman et al., 2002). 
These individuals believe that some children have disabilities and need a special 
education to succeed academically and later in life. The purpose of special education is to 
make children as “normal” as possible (Kauffman et al., 2002, p. 154) so that there is 
minimal mismatch between children’s behaviors and the behaviors that the larger culture 
might expect from them. According to these scholars, special education, as it exists, is not 
perfect, but it is an essentially good system that can and should be improved 
incrementally through the refinement of techniques.  
 On the other side are those who believe that the educational system in general, 
and special education in particular, needs to be fundamentally overhauled and 
restructured. Those who share these beliefs identify with Disability Studies and inclusive 
education rather than special education. Disability Studies questions the idea that 
“normal” is a neutral term reflecting an ideal description of behaviors and development 





being, such as “whiteness, maleness, [and] ablebodidness” (p. 285) are still considered 
“normal” ways of being, and even recent movements towards inclusion attempt to 
include students within those norms rather than allowing for diversity. Educators who 
identify with DS often advocate transforming or eradicating special education in favor of 
changing educational practice to provide a more inclusive education for all children (e.g., 
Baglieri et al., 2011; Valle & Connor, 2011).  
Students Receiving Special Education Services: A DS-Based Overview 
Disability has persistently been considered a legitimate justification for 
inequitable treatment at, or even exclusion from school (Baynton, 2001).  In addition, 
other groups, such girls, immigrants, religious minorities, children who are not White, 
(Baynton, 2001) and lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender (LGBT) individuals 
(Kumashiro, 2001) have also been excluded on the basis that their group affiliation was a 
form of disability. For example, girls and women were regularly excluded from higher-
status academic experiences due to their supposed physical, emotional, and intellectual 
deficits in comparison to men (e.g., Bissell Brown, 1990, Kliebard, 1987). Any 
deviations from the male norm were considered deficits and therefore disabilities 
(Baynton, 2001), and formed a rational basis from excluding girls’ participation in certain 
forms of education (e.g., Tyack & Hansot, 1992).   
These groups have often fought their classification as “disabled” without 
challenging the assumption that disability is a legitimate basis for inequitable treatment at 
school (Baynton, 2001). Researchers have found that children continue to be 
differentially selected into segregated settings on the basis of their race, ethnicity, gender, 





much more likely to receive their education in segregated settings for the majority of the 
school day than their White male or female peers, including those with the same 
disability labels (e.g., Blanchett, 2006). Disproportionality is frequently challenged on the 
grounds that it implicates too many children who do not have “real” disabilities; however, 
disability often remains unchallenged as a grounds for exclusion (Baynton, 2001).  
The intersection of race and disability is clearly visible in many of New York 
State’s special education classrooms, where students from racial and linguistic minority 
groups continue to be overrepresented in many districts (New York State Education 
Department [NYSED], 2015). Young people are even segregated within special 
education programs; Sleeter (1986) noted that the creation of a “learning disabled” 
category was one way to separate White children who were struggling in school with 
children of color who would be more likely to be labeled “mentally retarded” or 
“emotionally disturbed.” In this way, special education classes could be separated not on 
the illegal basis of race but based on a child’s disability classification; of course, those 
disability classifications were heavily racialized. 
Tools, such as IQ tests, that test culturally specific knowledge and tend to favor 
privileged groups were and continue to be used to identify disability (e.g., Donovan & 
Cross, 2002). These supposedly neutral tools have historically been and continue to be 
used to justify the continued segregation and exclusion of certain children from the 
general educational environment. For example, at one point during the early 20th century, 
all the Black schools in one Georgia county were closed because “feeblemindedness was 
so prevalent among African American children” (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006, p. 88) when 





and administered, educators and policymakers were comfortable locating the problem 
within an entire group of people. Culturally irrelevant formal and informal assessments 
continue to be used to overly select students who are not White, middle-class, and 
American-born into lower-track classes (Oakes, 2005) and special educational settings 
(e.g., Blanchett, 2006).  
Harry and Klingner (2006) noted that, because disability is considered a problem 
waiting to be discovered within a child, children’s environments are often not taken into 
account when they are being referred to special education programs. As a result, children 
who are not White, and who are more likely to be receiving inadequate general education 
services from inexperienced, underqualified teachers, and are more likely to be 
considered to be exhibiting behavior problems and low academic skills in the classroom. 
While many of those problems are a result of poor classroom management or teaching, or 
even factors outside of school, contextual factors are typically not necessarily taken into 
account. As a result, struggling children are often labeled disabled and placed into special 
education. Problems are located within students’ bodies rather than within school 
practice.  
Throughout the history of education in the United States, mismatches between 
school and students have been blamed on young people, their families, and their 
communities. However, school-level factors also impact student outcomes, such as 
special education placement and arrest. More research is necessary to better understand 
which school-level factors predict arrest for young people receiving special education 





Existing Literature on Special Education and Arrest 
 The existing literature on school-level factors that seem to correlate with arrest for 
young people receiving special education services is exclusively quantitative. In this next 
section, I review that literature and discuss its implications for future research and for this 
study. In addition, I briefly discuss the research that has been done on school-level factors 
that predict arrest for all students, and discuss the implications for research on school-
level factors and arrest for students receiving special education services in particular.  
Finding Literature 
 I chose to review literature from the past ten years because the educational 
context for students receiving special education services changed significantly with the 
passage of No Child Left Behind [NCLB] in 2001, and literature published in the past ten 
years would be most likely to reflect research situated within current educational policy 
context. For example, high stakes testing has increased since the implementation of 
NCLB. Prior to the publication of A Nation at Risk (National Commission, 1983), which 
argued that the United States was losing global competitiveness due to an undereducated 
work force, tests were primarily used for large-scale research purposes. However, the use 
and scope of testing has increased dramatically; currently, all states use some form of 
testing that has high-stakes for individual students, such as determining whether a student 
can proceed to the next grade or receive a high school diploma (United States Department 
of Education, 2015). This high-stakes testing has disproportionately negatively impacted 
young people who have received special education services and are less likely to pass 
tests required for advancing to the next grade or graduating (Horn, 2003); I discuss the 





 I searched JSTOR, Google Scholar, and ProQuest for the terms “special 
education,” or “students with disabilities” and “arrest*,” “prison,” “incarcerated,” and 
“jail.” I narrowed my search to articles published in peer-reviewed journals that focused 
on young people in the United States. I also searched specifically within several special 
educational journals related to students labeled as having learning disabilities, or 
emotional or behavioral disorders, as those appeared to be two most common disability 
classifications among students who had been arrested. I also conducted an ancestral 
search of the literature.  
My search uncovered five articles from peer reviewed journals that talked about 
the educational experiences of young people with identified disabilities prior to their 
arrest. I recorded the purpose, theoretical framework, methods, findings, reported 
implications, and my own comments in a chart. I divided the literature into three 
categories based on the methods used: 1) articles that review or report on existing 
literature, either as formal literature reviews or as research syntheses to inform policies 
and practices 2) articles based on secondary data analysis of large data sets; and 3) 
primary data analysis articles, which are based on structured interviews or surveys. In 
addition, I include a research brief by a state agency that is relevant in that it examines 
multilevel predictors of arrest among young people who have and have not received 
special education services in Texas.  
I chose to divide the literature based on methods used because what we think we 
know about the experiences of young people who have received special education 
services and been arrested is dependent upon the research questions we ask, and the 





medical model of disability that locates deficits within the bodies of young people 
receiving special education services (Valle & Connor, 2011) ask questions about student-
level characteristics and privilege data generated by able-bodied adult researchers. 
Researchers working from a DS-based perspective, on the other hand, ask questions 
about school-level factors and include data generated by young people who have received 
special education services. I cannot simply report the results of existing studies of young 
people who have received special education services and been arrested without also 
describing how those results were obtained. 
First, I will discuss the underlying assumptions about the nature of disability 
present in the existing literature on special education and arrest. Second, I will discuss the 
methods, findings, and limitations of each study. Finally, I include a brief discussion of 
the literature on school-level factors that predict arrest for all students, including those 
who have not received special education services. Future research should explore whether 
these school-level factors also predict arrest for young people who have received special 
education services in particular. 
Assumptions about Disability in the Existing Literature 
Although none of the articles that I review mentioned a theoretical framework, all 
of the articles on the educational experiences of young people who have received special 
education services and been arrested operated from within a medical model of disability 
(Valle & Connor, 2011), assuming that individuals with disabilities have innate deficits 
that need to be identified and remediated. According to the medical model, deficits 
located within young people’s bodies explain both problems at school and arrests; 





finding out what is wrong with a child that leads to problems at school and arrest. For 
example, McIntosh and colleagues (2006) attempted to locate both a “social behavior 
deficit pathway” and “an academic skill deficit pathway” (p. 276) in children that might 
lead to problem behaviors and delinquency. The term “deficit” appeared repeatedly in 
reference to the child, but never in reference to the curriculum, school staff, or school 
environment, which are assumed to be basically unproblematic and unrelated to any 
academic of behavioral difficulties a child appeared to be having. These researchers 
assumed that children would need to be changed rather than schools.  
Rather than looking exclusively at children to find academic and behavioral 
“deficits” in need of remediation, DS scholars look toward the environment to find 
factors that enable or disable individuals. Although many articles acknowledge that the 
school environment can play a role in students’ educational experiences, the literature 
primarily looks for and locates school problems within students. However, the policy 
brief did note that school context has an impact on student outcomes independent of 
observable student characteristics (Fabelo et al., 2011). For example, Gage and 
colleagues (2012) argued that, “Girls with ED [emotional disturbance] need targeted and 
effective evidence-based practices to address their behaviors of concern” (p. 618) and 
recommended that practitioners “use this information to begin identifying young girls 
with ED demonstrating impulsive and hyperactive behavior for more targeted 
interventions” (p. 619) in order to reduce the likelihood of their arrest. Their emphasis is 
solely on identifying and changing children’s presumed defects rather than on critically 





These articles also assumed that disability is an innate characteristic of some 
children, and attempted to find more accurate ways to locate those children and identify 
and remediate their specific deficits. The authors argued or assumed that understanding 
the characteristics of youth who had been arrested would allow researchers and 
practitioners to develop interventions to fix those children, and therefore reduce arrest 
rates. For example, Ingalls and colleagues (2011) argued that educators should include 
behavioral interventions as well as academic interventions on students’ individualized 
education plans (IEPs) so that young people would have less strained relationships with 
their teachers. These authors focused on changing the behaviors of young people rather 
than the behaviors of their teachers, even as they acknowledged that teachers may have 
treated the young men in their study who had been arrested differently from their peers, 
leading to the young men’s feelings of alienation. The burden of change is placed on 
students, and teachers are allowed to continue with practices that seem to lead to negative 
educational outcomes.  
Category 1: Articles that Review or Report on Existing Literature 
 This category reviews articles that review or report on existing literature on 
school experiences or school-level factors that predict arrest for young people who have 
received special education services. I uncovered two articles that fit this criteria: a 
literature review and a policy recommendation.  
Purpose and methods. Morris and Morris (2006) reviewed the literature to 
attempt to determine prevalence rates of students with different disability classifications 
in the juvenile justice system, and to determine what types of educational services 





described existing and promising community and school-based attempts “related to 
intervening on the STPP” (p. 305) to recommend changes in practice and policy for 
teacher educators. This article included research related to both students who had and had 
not received special education services.  
Findings. Morris and Morris (2006) found that it is difficult to determine the 
prevalence rates of students who might be eligible for special education services in the 
juvenile justice system, but estimated that 30%-60% of involved students had educational 
disabilities, with the majority classified as having learning disabilities (LD), emotional 
and/or behavioral disabilities (EBD), or intellectual disabilities (ID). They argued that 
there are “undue delays” in providing special educational services to children, which may 
increase the likelihood of students with identified disabilities experiencing school 
problems and arrest (p. 620).  
 In addition, Morris and Morris (2006) noted that past researchers have 
hypothesized three possible pathways through which young people with disabilities are 
likely to wind up in prison. One possibility is the “school failure hypothesis” (p. 618); 
young people with disabilities may experience more failure at school, which leads to 
frustration, which leads to acting out and punishment. Another possibility is the 
“susceptibility hypothesis” (p. 619); young people with particular types of disabilities are 
more likely to misbehave due to their neurological deficits. These hypotheses locate the 
primary cause of the problem within the child; the child’s deficits are assumed to lead to 
negative academic and behavioral consequences through a variety of interactions. A third 
possibility is the “differential treatment hypothesis” (p. 619), in which young people with 





behaviors that their nonidentified peers exhibit. This possibility still presumes that certain 
children are likely to exhibit problematic behaviors, but acknowledges that adult actions 
and reactions can affect students.  
Shippen and colleagues (2012) argued that “several alterable factors exist that can 
be instrumental in promoting student success and can be influenced by educators” (p. 
299). In particular, they recommended reducing the overrepresentation of young people 
of color in special education and alternative settings through more culturally relevant 
curricula, reducing the use of high-stakes tests, improving alternative educational 
offerings, increasing family involvement in schools, and improving the quality of 
professional development offered to teachers and other school staff. They offer some 
more specific suggestions, such as using Response to Intervention (RTI) or school-wide 
Positive Behavioral Interventions and Supports (PBIS). 
Limitations, implications, and areas for future research. Both of these articles 
suggest areas for future research on how schools can impact movement along the STPP 
for children receiving special education services. Both of these articles focused on which 
educational services students are formally receiving rather than the exact nature and 
quality of student’s educational experiences. Additional quantitative research can help 
determine which of these school-level services do actually predict higher arrest rates for 
young people receiving special education services. In particular, additional quantitative 
research should seek to establish which of these school-level factors cause higher arrest 
rates once associational inference has been established. Qualitative research can 
complement these studies by allowing researchers to understand how these school-level 





groups of students differently. For example, rather than assuming that a certified special 
education teacher is both necessary and sufficient for educating young people with 
disabilities, as Morris and Morris (2006) do, future research should explore variation 
among students’ experiences in order to get a thicker description of young people’s 
experiences with their teachers.  
In addition, more research is necessary to determine other indicators of young 
people’s experiences that might indicate whether young people had received an 
appropriate education, and to determine what constitutes an “appropriate education” as 
mandated by the Individuals with Disabilities in Education Act of 2004. For example, 
rather than assuming that the presence or absence of special education certification is the 
most important characteristic of a teacher, leading to positive outcomes for all students, I 
would also like to look at whether other teacher characteristics, such as years of 
experience, predict outcomes such as arrest for young people with IEPs. This question 
can be explored both quantitatively and qualitatively. Additional quantitative research 
can determine which teacher characteristics significantly predict arrest. Qualitative 
research can offer a thicker description of the nature of young people’s relationships with 
their teachers.  
Morris and Morris (2006) assume that accurate diagnosis and targeted special 
educational interventions are necessary for improving students’ educational experiences 
and disrupting the STPP. However, there is some controversy about whether special 
education is the most helpful response to students who are struggling (e.g., Baglieri et al., 
2011; Gresham, & MacMillan, 1997; Kavale, & Mostert, 2003; Kauffman et al., 2002); 





disproportionately given to students of color, particularly Black students (e.g., Losen & 
Welner, 2001; Marks, Lemley, & Wood, 2010). Although Morris and Morris address 
issues of disproportionality and suggest using more culturally responsive curricula as a 
remedy, more research could give a better picture of how the STPP operates for students 
from across and within different racial and ethnic groups, particularly for students of 
different genders, social classes, English language status, immigration status, or other 
factors. Rather than assuming that all students who have been arrested are essentially the 
same, or that their most important and relevant characteristic is the fact of their arrest, 
researchers should seek a better understanding of actual, complex human beings, their 
thoughts and experiences.  
 Shippen and colleagues (2012) make several recommendations based on existing 
literature, but have also not described how, exactly, those recommendations could or 
should be implemented. As a result, it is unclear how effective those recommendations 
would be across contexts. For example, what does it mean to improve alternative 
educational offerings? Would a program that appears to be effective in one location and 
with a particular group of students necessarily work in another location, with a different 
group of young people? In addition, it is unclear from this article whether various 
recommendations would actually reduce arrest rates among students with disabilities, or 
whether the recommendations are based on factors that happen to occur in places with 
low arrest rates. More quantitative research is needed to determine which programs or 
factors reduce arrest rates in various educational contexts, and more qualitative research 
is necessary to explore how to implement those programs to reduce arrests. Mixed-





factors impact arrest rates among students who have received special education services 
in the unique educational context of New York City, described at the beginning of this 
chapter. 
Category 2: Articles Based on Secondary Data Analysis 
 In this section, I review research based on large, pre-existing data sets and that 
explores the relationship between school experiences and arrest for young people who 
have received special education services. One study uses nationally representative data on 
young people who have received special education services; the other uses administrative 
data from Texas on three cohorts of students who began seventh grade in the early 21st 
century. 
Purpose and methods. Gage and colleagues (2012) looked specifically at how 
educational experiences differed for boys and girls who had been identified as having 
emotional disturbance (ED) and been arrested in order to “intervene and decrease the 
likelihood of girls diagnosed with ED and possible court involvement” (p. 607). The 
authors analyzed data from the Special Education Elementary Longitudinal Study 
(SEELS) to try to determine whether teacher reported in-class behaviors from elementary 
school predict later arrest for girls and boys identified as having ED. The authors ran 
logistic regression models to determine which family and school factors increased the 
odds of a girl identified as having ED being arrested. In particular, the independent 
variables of interest were demographic characteristics, guardians’ level of education, 
family income, history of suspension in elementary school, history of arrest, and scores 
from a teacher survey designed to assess classroom behavior and hyperactivity. The 





arrest. Problems at school were considered to be behavioral characteristics of the children 
rather than possibly resulting from school contextual factors. 
 Fabelo and colleagues (2011) analyzed school and juvenile justice records from 
Texas in order to “improve policymakers’ understanding of who is suspended and 
expelled from public secondary schools, and the impact of those removals on students’ 
academic performance and juvenile justice system involvement” (p. ix). Their study 
included data on three cohorts of students who began 7th grade in 2000-2002 (n = 
928,940). They conducted multivariate analysis on 83 variables related to student and 
school campus attributes. 
Findings. Gage and colleagues (2012) noted that the two teacher report scores, 
taken together, did seem to significantly predict whether a girl identified with ED was 
later arrested, but that the model only accounted for 9% of the variance in history of 
arrest. When the authors added the other covariates, the expanded model accounted for 
32% of the variance in arrest. However, most of the individual coefficients were small 
and not all were statistically significant in the second model. 
Fabelo and colleagues (2011) found that nearly one in seven public school 
students in Texas had contact with the juvenile justice system in their middle or high 
school years. Increased likelihood of involvement with the juvenile justice system was 
correlated with student demographic characteristics such as race and disability status, 
even when controlling for other measurable variables. It was also correlated with school 
practices such as suspensions, expulsions, and grade retention. Notably, the authors found 
that, “Schools that had similar student populations and were alike in other important 





meaning that school practice affects student outcomes, particularly behavioral outcomes 
and outcomes that are correlated with arrest in ways that are independent of student 
characteristics. 
Limitations, implications, and areas for future research. Gage and colleagues 
(2012) research indicates that boys and girls who have been identified as having ED may 
have different experiences with both school and arrest, so future research should take 
gender into account at all levels of research design, from research questions, to design, to 
analysis and reporting. In addition, future research should also include the experiences of 
students who identify as transgender or genderqueer, since their experiences may be 
different as well. However, researchers and educators should take care not to assume that 
all girls have had the same experiences, or to assume that all girls experience school or 
arrest the same way. Future research should also take into account race, socioeconomic 
status, immigrant status, and other aspects of a young person’s identity, but also 
acknowledge that individual young people’s experiences may differ even within every 
observable category.  
While this article suggests that girls identified as having ED experience school 
and arrest differently from boys, future research should look at whether these differences 
extend across socioeconomic statuses and disability categories. Ferri and Connor (2009) 
interviewed working-class girls of color with an LD label and found that their 
experiences at school were indeed different from their male, middle class, or White peers 
with the same disability label. For example, working class students and students of color 
are more likely to experience restrictive special education places as a consequences of an 





standardized tests. These differences may extend to young people’s involvement with 
juvenile and adult justice systems.  
In addition, teacher reports of student behavior are as much a reflection of 
teachers’ classroom management skills and perceptions, and the school environment in 
general, as of student characteristics. As a result, more research is needed to determine 
what those teacher reports actually represent, and what can be done to improve outcomes 
for both girls and boys. In particular, research indicates that race and culture play an 
important role in teachers’ perceptions of student behavior and the consequences of that 
behavior (Delpit, 1995; Rocque & Paternoster, 2011), so future research should seek to 
determine how teacher and student race and ethnicity affect how students are perceived 
and treated. For example, Black students are more likely to be selected for punishment 
and punished more severely for subjective behavioral infractions such as disrespect 
despite evidence that Black students do not misbehave more frequently or severely 
(Rocque & Paternoster, 2011). Future research should seek to uncover why these 
disproportional responses persist, and what effect they have on children.  
Fabelo and colleagues (2011) identified a variety of school-level factors that 
correlated with arrest in Texas; future quantitative research should explore whether these 
factors predict arrest in other locations as well. In addition, future qualitative research can 
explore the mechanisms by which certain school-level factors lead to negative outcomes 
such as arrest.  
The research based on SEELS and presented in this section indicates that children 
have different experiences at school that are related to their disability classification, 





factors should be taken into account in future research. In addition, school experiences, 
such as teachers’ perceptions of student behavior, do seem to predict future arrest. Future 
research must look more holistically at the school environment rather than only within 
children to locate the sources of these problems. In addition, the research conducted in 
Texas suggested that future research should take into account race, gender, 
socioeconomic status, dominant language, immigration status, teacher demographic 
characteristics such as race, special education classification, performance on high-stakes 
tests, grade retention, attendance rate, and urbanicity, and that these factors are relevant at 
the school-level. 
Category 3: Articles Based on Primary Data Analysis 
 This section reviews articles in which the researchers collected their own data 
related to school-level factors and arrest among young people who have received special 
education services. This research was based on structured interviews, surveys, and a 
review of educational records.  
Purpose and methods. Quinn, Rutherford, Leone, Osher, and Poirier (2005) 
aimed to determine the prevalence rates of young people receiving special educational 
services under each disability category across the United States by sending surveys to the 
51 heads of state departments of juvenile corrections (including nine heads of combined 
juvenile and adult corrections) in all 50 states and Washington D.C. The data came from 
a 2000 census of juveniles and youthful offenders.  
 Ingalls, Hammond, and Trussell (2011) used structured interviews and reviewed 
the educational records of 30 young men (ages 18-24) who had been identified as having 





order to “investigate the prior educational backgrounds and experiences of young adult 
inmates with educational disabilities” (p. 27). The authors wanted to determine possible 
predictors of arrest and when they manifested by looking at behavioral problems that 
were reported from when the young men were young children or adolescents. The authors 
gathered data from both structured interviews and educational records for triangulation 
purposes and only reported data that was confirmed in both data sources.  
Findings. Quinn and colleagues (2005) found that approximately four times as 
many young people receive special education services in juvenile corrections institutions 
than in the general population of school-age youth; five states reported that more than 
50% of the young people in their juvenile facilities were students with identified 
disabilities. Consistent with other research, the largest disability classification was ED, 
with 47.7% of youth carrying that label, followed by LD (learning disabilities, 28.6%) 
and ID (intellectual disabilities, 9.7%).  
 Ingalls and colleagues (2011) found that the majority of the young men they 
interviewed had been identified as having LD, E/BD (emotional and/or behavioral 
disabilities), ID, or both LD and E/BD. The majority (73.33%) had academic difficulties 
before fourth grade. One third had repeated a grade at some point. 83.33% of records 
showed no evidence of behavior interventions or plans. The interviewees, all of whom 
had received special education services, also reported feeling like they were treated 
differently from other students by their teachers; as a result, interviewees wanted to leave 
school and frequently dropped out.  
Limitations, implications, and areas for future research. Quinn and colleagues 





who are involved in juvenile justice systems. However, all research on this topic does 
indicate various degrees of overrepresentation, confirming that researchers should 
continue try to determine factors that lead young people receiving special education 
services to wind up involved with juvenile justice systems. Overrepresentation is a 
symptom that systems are not working for a particular group; however, once young 
people with disabilities are proportionately represented in prisons and jails, there will still 
be too many incarcerated young people. The goal of any research on juvenile justice 
should be to reduce the number of young people behind bars; reducing disproportionality 
is one of many necessary tactics toward that end goal.  
In addition, Quinn and colleagues (2005) reported that an important limitation of 
their study is that we know nothing about the actual implementation of reported services. 
A document reporting that a child is or was receiving special educational services for a 
particular disability classification does not say much about what, exactly, is happening in 
a child’s day-to-day school experiences. Data highlighting the experiences of young 
people, such as data resulting from semi-structured interviews, would complement 
existing survey data and give researchers a deeper understanding of the services students 
actually receive. 
 Ingalls and colleagues’ (2011) study focused exclusively on the educational 
experiences of young men, so their findings do not necessarily apply to the experiences 
of girls and women. The authors also did not examine how race, class, sexual orientation 
and other identifiers might affect boys and young men’s experiences at school. 
Researchers have documented how students from different racial or socioeconomic 





classification; for example, White middle class students identified as having LD are more 
likely to receive extended time on tests, while Black students are more likely to be placed 
in restrictive settings (Losen & Welner, 2001). Future research should take other 
demographic characteristics into account, in addition to gender.  
In both studies, the structured interview format meant that participants could not 
elaborate upon or explain their answers. As noted above, just because two students are 
officially receiving a service with the same name does not mean that two students are 
having similar educational experiences. For example, two students may be documented 
as having reading remediation with a special education teacher three times a week in a 
group of three. However, one school may not have a special education teacher, and so 
one student may either not actually be receiving that service or may be receiving it from 
an untrained aide. Observational and interview research would allow researchers to get a 
better sense of what is actually happening in schools. The frequency with which 
participants reported negative educational experiences does indicate that future research 
on this topic is warranted.  
 Both articles reported that students who were labeled ED, LD and ID make up the 
majority of students receiving special education services who have been arrested. As a 
result, future research on this issue should include students with these labels. 
Additionally, it would be worth investigating the experiences of students with other 
disability classifications to get a sense of how students receiving special education 
services for different reasons are positioned at school, and how their experiences enable 





Existing Research on School-Level Factors and Arrest for Young People Who Have Not 
Received Special Education Services 
In addition to the research that exists on the relationships between receiving 
special education services and arrest, a growing body of research links a variety of school 
experiences with subsequent arrest. Although a full review of that literature is outside the 
scope of this study, in this section I include a review of some school-level factors that 
have been linked with arrest and that, as a result, are worth exploring further as they 
relate specifically to students receiving special education services.  
 A school’s resources, such as qualified teachers or well-stocked libraries, might 
influence arrest rates indirectly, through academic achievement and behavioral outcomes 
(e.g., Eskenazi et al., 2003) or directly, as when police officers present in schools arrest 
students (e.g., Beger, 2002; Brown, 2005). The distribution of these resources in New 
York City is uneven, with schools educating a higher percentage of students who identify 
as White and/or Asian/Pacific Islander often receiving more resources that predict 
positive behavioral outcomes than schools with higher percentages of Black and/or 
Latina/o students (Eskenazi et al., 2003). As a result, more research is necessary to 
explore how a school’s resources, such as their per pupil budget, percent of certified and 
experienced teachers, and presence of a librarian, guidance counselor, or police officers 
impact the arrest rates of students receiving special education services. 
 Academic characteristics of a school have also been linked with behavioral 
outcomes such as arrest. Because resources are distributed inequitably among schools, 
academic characteristics of schools are closely linked to a school’s demographic 
characteristics as well; schools that educate more affluent students frequently receive 





more experienced teachers and a wider range of course offerings. Since the advent of No 
Child Left Behind [NCLB] in 2001, the use of high-stakes testing has increased (Horn, 
2003). Although a student’s family’s socioeconomic status is the largest predictor of 
student test scores (Peters & Oliver, 2009), and there is a weak relationship between test 
scores and long-term outcomes (Taubman, 2009), the use of testing, and the range of its 
consequences has increased (Horn, 2003). Schools often push out low-performing 
secondary school students before they can take exit tests in order to avoid sanctions 
(Horn, 2003). Young people who have been pushed out of school are more likely to 
experience arrest than their peers who graduate (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007). As 
a result, future research should take into account a school’s demographic characteristics 
and high-stakes exam pass rates, as those characteristics are likely to impact arrest rates 
through school’s practices to raise test scores. 
Behavioral characteristics of a school, such as zero-tolerance policies, or high 
suspension rates, might also influence arrest rates by increasing the number of students 
who are missing school. Although exclusion from the classroom is a common 
disciplinary practice, research suggests that it is a counterproductive strategy for reducing 
future negative behavioral and academic outcomes (Achilles et al., 2007; Skiba, 2002). 
Students might experience lower academic achievement (e.g., Gregory, Skiba, & 
Noguera, 2010) or become alienated from school (e.g., Achilles et al., 2007; Skiba, 
2002), leading to lower graduation rates and increased arrest rates. A school’s suspension 
rate is reflects the school’s management style more than it reflects student characteristics 
and behaviors (Stokes, 2011; Fabelo et al., 2011). As a result, a school’s suspension rate 





affect young people receiving special education services, who are disproportionately 
more likely to be disciplined than their peers in general education (e.g., Fabelo et al., 
2011).  
In NYC, school suspensions have more than doubled since 2001 (New York Civil 
Liberties Union [NYCLU], 2013) due to an increase in zero-tolerance policies, reaching 
nearly 70,000 suspensions in 2012. Black students in NYC are more likely to get 
suspended than their peers, particularly for discretionary offenses, just as they are 
nationwide. In addition, students who are eligible for free or reduced price lunch (FRPL) 
and students who have received special education services are overrepresented among 
suspended students. The report notes that, particularly for young people receiving special 
education services, “Students’ academic and emotional difficulties are compounded by 
aggressive discipline” (p. 26) practiced in many NYC schools, as exclusion from school 
represents a missed opportunity to attend to young people’s emotional needs or offer 
instruction.  
The NYCLU (2013) recommended disrupting the STPP in NYC by ending zero-
tolerance disciplinary policies, limiting the role of school safety officers (SSOs), ensuring 
adequate training for school safety officers, informing parents and students of their rights, 
implementing schoolwide positive behavioral supports, and collecting better data. In 
addition, reducing the number of schools with metal directors would likely reduce the 
number of confrontations between students and SSOs, potentially reducing arrest rates. 
Most of the objects confiscated at metal directors are not weapons but other metal objects 
such as hair pins, cell phones, and school supplies. Instead of punitive, zero-tolerance 





shown promise for reducing students’ office disciplinary referrals (e.g., Luiselli, Putnam, 
& Sunderland, 2002) and improving academic performance on achievement tests (e.g., 
Luiselli, Putnam, Handler, & Feinberg, 2005). Future research should explore young 
people’s perspectives of these programs to better understand variation among programs 
and outcomes.  
Discussion 
 The literature on this topic is primarily framed through a deficit lens wherein 
adult researchers look for problems within children who have been arrested and received 
special educational services. This research attempts to uncover relationships among 
categories that researchers believe may be relevant. Existing quantitative studies of 
school-based programs to prevent arrest begin to offer indications of which programs 
may help young people, but do not look specifically at what impacts arrest rates for 
young people receiving special education services, nor do they explain which aspects of 
those programs are most helpful for whom and why. For example, Komro and colleagues 
(2004) found that a D.A.R.E. Plus program seemed to prevent more violent behavior 
among boys than girls. However, they do not know which components of the program 
were effective, or why the program seemed to work differently for boys than girls. As 
Erickson and Gutierrez (2002) noted, “A logically and empirically prior question to ‘Did 
it work?’ is: ‘What was the ‘it’?” (p. 21) that worked.  In this study, researchers do not 
know what “it” was within the D.A.R.E. Plus program that helped some students but not 
others.  
 One important limitation of the research is that it gives a narrow picture of the 





arrested. The literature provides information on the names of services that students are 
allegedly getting, or the types of behavioral infractions students may have been 
committed. However, the existing literature does not look closely at what is actually 
happening within the schools and classrooms of young people with disabilities who have 
been arrested, or how young people experience their educations. Interviews can allow 
researchers to get a better understanding of what young people who have received special 
education services experience at school. 
There is little published research that attempts to determine how young people 
with disabilities make sense of their educational experiences. Little research exists on 
how youth with or without disabilities who have been arrested understand their time at 
school (Weissman, 2009), or on which school experiences those young people find 
helpful or harmful. Understanding how young people who have received special 
education services and been arrested make sense of their time at school can elucidate how 
and why certain experiences predict arrest for particular young people.  
Future Research Directions 
 Based on the literature I have reviewed, “students with disabilities” is a category 
that can be difficult to pin down, but that is clearly relevant to young people’s educational 
experiences and arrest. However, not every student who has been identified for special 
educational services has the same experience. Boys and girls have different experiences 
at school and with justice systems, so any research on this topic should take gender into 
account. The majority of students who have been arrested and/or are receiving special 
educational services are male; however, more research is necessary that includes girls’ 





presented. In addition, research indicates that young people who identify as lesbian, gay, 
bisexual or transgender (LGBT) have different educational experiences from students 
who identify as straight (e.g., Blount & Anahita, 2004); for example, they are more likely 
to experience harassment and discrimination at school (Kosciw, Greytak, Palmer, & 
Boesen, 2014). Future research on the educational experiences of young people with 
disabilities who have been arrested should explore the role of sexual orientation. Students 
also have very different educational experiences based on their race (e.g., Ladson-
Billings, 1995; Gay, 2010) or social class (e.g., Brantlinger, 2003; Lareau, 2011). Future 
research should try to learn more about the experiences of students from across and 
within different racial and socioeconomic groups, or at least be open about the 
demographics of participants. Having a better understanding of the complex ways that 
schools help or hinder different students and groups of students will allow researchers, 
policymakers, and educators to better understand how to disrupt the school-to-prison 
pipeline for different students.  
Although much of the existing research on young people who have received 
special education services assumes that there are deficits located within particular young 
people, DS scholars argue that the environment works to enable or disable individuals. 
Rather than looking at the characteristics of young people who have received special 
education services and been arrested, and assuming that those characteristics must be 
responsible for negative outcomes, the relationship between school-level factors and 
arrest must be explored more fully in future research. In addition, the voices of young 
people who have received special education services and been arrested are necessary for 





people’s arrest. When people are given the opportunity to talk back to dominant, deficit-
based discourses, they can provide surprising and helpful insights. Allowing young 
people with disabilities who have been arrested to share their perspectives on their 
educational experiences may provide researchers with valuable directions for future 


















III – METHODOLOGY 
The purpose of this study was to better understand how schools seem to push 
certain young people, particularly those who have been previously identified for special 
education services, out of school and into prison. Although, as mentioned in the previous 
chapter, much of the existing literature on this topic has looked for problems within 
individual children, there is evidence that school-level factors significantly influence this 
outcome. Understanding school-level factors that predict arrest is important because 
those factors can be manipulated by educators and by policymakers at many levels, from 
individual classrooms to national policy. As a result, this study looked at how schools 
affect students rather than for supposed deficits within children. 
 In order to understand this problem better, I used a mixed-methods design 
(Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009). Mixed-methods involves “a meaningful and respectful 
conversation among different methods, standpoints, and ways of knowing” (Calfee & 
Sperling, 2010) for the purpose of understanding complex problems. This study used a 
QUAL, QUAN (Creswell, 2014) design in which the two strands served different, 
complementary purposes of equal importance. The quantitative strand allowed me to 
understand, on a larger scale, which school-level factors predict arrest for young people 
who have received special education, on average, across New York City (Angrist & 
Pischke, 2009). The qualitative strand allowed me to understand, on a more local, 
contextualized level, how particular young people who have received special education 





help or hinder them (Maxwell, 2013), including both experiences that converge with and 
diverge from the statistical average (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). In the analysis, I looked at 
results that cross strands and that are unique to each strand. 
For the quantitative strand, I used regression analysis and administrative data 
from the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) and New York State 
Education Department (NYSED) to determine which school-level factors predicted an 
increased likelihood that students who have individualized education plans (IEPs) have 
been arrested over the course of one school year (Angrist & Pischke, 2009). School-level 
factors were drawn from factors deemed salient from the review of literature presented in 
Chapter 2; these school-level factors are identified in the section on variables later in this 
chapter. For the qualitative strand, I designed a semi-structured interview guide to ask a 
group of six young people who have received special education services and experienced 
arrest in NYC to speak about how they make sense of school-level factors that 
significantly predicted higher arrest rates in order to gain a deeper understanding of how 
these factors impact children (Weiss, 1994). Interviews allowed me to better understand 
how statistically significant school-level factors impact particular young people. In 
addition, I asked participants to identify and talk about school-level factors that are 
personally significant to them, that may predict arrest for particular young people 
receiving special education services. Gaining a rich, thick description of an individual 
young person’s experiences with school can suggest “local causality” (Maxwell, 2013) by 
providing a rich understanding of the processes through which young people’s school 





The qualitative and quantitative strands were used to supplement, complement 
and help interpret each other (Teddlie & Tashakori, 2006). For example, the percent of 
highly educated teachers in a school significantly predicted an increased likelihood that 
students with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) at that school would be arrested. 
However, youth described a range of positive and negative experiences with teachers 
representing a range of ages, experience, and education levels. When findings converged, 
qualitative findings helped illuminate the mechanisms by which particular school-level 
factors are associated with arrest. On the other hand, divergent findings can lead to “a 
reexamination of the conceptual frameworks and the assumptions underlying each of the 
two components” (Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2009, p. 35). Areas of divergence can raise 
questions about how a particular school-level factor is being operationalized or measured 
in statistical analyses, or about heterogeneous effects of school-level factors on particular 
individuals or groups of young people receiving special education services.  
Mixed-methods research is particularly appropriate for research conducted within 
a Disability Studies (DS) theoretical framework. In this framework, “what counts as 
research” is research that seeks to understand and ultimately change “the disabling 
society and institutionalized disablism” (Mertens et al., 2010, pp. 197-198). In other 
words, DS research should be conducted with the goal of ending the oppression of 
individuals with disabilities. Mixed-methods research, combining both quantitative and 
qualitative elements, allows for the examination of the organizational and institutional 
factors that structure conditions of oppression while also foregrounding the voices and 





understand how those large-scale factors lead to arrest for some students who have been 
identified as needing special education services.  
Context 
This study examined New York City’s (NYC) public school system. The NYC 
public school system is the largest in the country, serving over one million students each 
year (NYCDOE, 2017). The quantitative strand used data from the 2013-2014 school 
year, which was the most recent for which data were available. That year, the NYCDOE 
was responsible for 1,665 schools and programs, 89,066 teachers, and 20,835 
paraprofessionals. It is a diverse system, in which 15.3% of students identified as Asian, 
28.3% Black, 40.2% Hispanic, 14.5% White, and 1.32% Other; 13.3% of students were 
classified as English Language Learners. That year, 17.7% of students had individualized 
education plans (IEPs), meaning they receive some form of special education services. 
The majority (78.9%) of students are eligible for free or reduced price lunch (FRPL) or 
attend Universal Meal Schools, where all students automatically qualify for FRPL. NYC 
schools also employ one of the largest police forces in the country, heavily concentrated 
in Impact Schools (Brady, Balmer, & Phenix, 2007). These schools have higher 
suspension rates and low attendance rates than the citywide average; they also enroll 
higher percentages of students receiving special education services (Brady et al., 2007).  
New York City and its school district share characteristics with many large cities, 
meaning that the quantitative findings of my study might be externally valid to other 
large urban areas and school districts; in addition, the qualitative findings from my 
interview research may transfer to similar school environments in other areas. For 





City Independent Budget Office [NYCIBO], 2014). In addition, NYC, like many large 
urban districts, also benefits from tremendous cultural and linguistic diversity among its 
students; 43.3% speak a language other than English at home, with almost 160 languages 
spoken by NYC students (NYCDOE, 2015). However, schools are racially and 
socioeconomically segregated, and resources are distributed inequitably to schools with 
different student demographic characteristics (Eskenazi et al., 2003). 
New York City also represents a unique policy context for youth with disabilities. 
District 75 (D75), the citywide special education district, serves as an extremely 
restrictive environment in which many children who are perceived to have educational 
disabilities receive their education. District 75 runs separate schools entirely for young 
people with disabilities throughout the city. Three participants in this study described 
attending D75 schools, with the remainder receiving special education services in 
community schools.  
In addition, the educational context for all students has changed dramatically in 
NYC over the past fifteen years. Mayor Michael Bloomberg took control of the public 
school system in 2002 and initiated a range of changes, including closing down the 
majority of large, older public schools that were failing to make Adequate Yearly 
Progress under No Child Left Behind (2001) and replacing them with new, small schools 
(NYCDOE, 2009) These small schools frequently do not have the resources that students 
receiving special education services are legally required to receive, and have engaged in 
practices to exclude students who require special education services, leading to a 
discrimination complaint filed by the Office of Civil Rights in 2007 (Jensen, 2012). This 





see if the newer schools are, indeed, doing a better job of keeping youth receiving special 
education services out of the school-to-prison pipeline.  
Another reason I choose to situate my research within New York City’s public 
school system is because I have many layers of knowledge of this system. I attended 
NYC’s public schools from kindergarten through twelfth grade, worked as a 
paraprofessional in D75, then worked as a teacher in D75. In addition, I still have family 
members who attend and/or work in NYC’s public school system; other family members 
have experience with special education in NYC schools as students or parents. Although 
NYC is a large city, it can also feel like a small town, and I bumped into or got updates 
on many former students, colleagues, and neighbors over the course of this project; these 
chance meetings gave me opportunities to refine my thinking. Of course, there are many 
ways that my experiences with NYC’s public schools differed from those of the children 
I interviewed. I will discuss the implications of my experiences for both how I 
conceptualize this research project and how others see me in the section on positionality 
later in this chapter.  
 Quantitative Strand 
The quantitative strand of this study addresses my first research question: Which 
school-level factors predict arrest for young people who have received special education 
services in NYC? I used my review of the literature, presented in Chapter 2, to identify 
variables that are found to correlate with arrest in prior research; these variables are listed 
in the section on variables. I used regression analysis to determine which of those school-
level variables predict an increased likelihood that schools will have had students with 






I constructed my dataset using student-level data from the NYCDOE, school-level 
data from NYSED, and school-level data from New York University (Research Alliance 
for New York City Schools [Research Alliance], 2016) since that was how data were 
made available to me by each agency. I used data from each of the public secondary 
(middle and high) schools that the NYCDOE is responsible for, including traditional 
public schools, D75 schools, and charter schools for the most recent school year for 
which data were available (the 2013-2014 school year). All schools potentially have 
students who receive special education services, so I looked at all NYC public schools, 
not simply D75 schools. I focused on middle and high schools because the number of 
children in elementary schools who have been arrested is extremely low--in 2016 no 
children under age 12 were in custody of any Office of Child and Family Services 
[OCFS] programs  (OCFS, 2016)--and also because elementary and secondary schools 
have different structures (for example, the number of teachers a student interacts with 
each day), making comparisons difficult.  
I requested administrative data on variables which the literature indicated might 
either directly affect arrest rates, or indirectly affect arrest rates through their impact on 
student behaviors or academic outcomes that are correlated with arrest. For example, 
there is evidence that suspension directly predicts arrest (e.g., Fabelo et al., 2011), so I 
used school suspension rates as one of the independent variables. NYCDOE data were 
not publicly available, but were made available to me after I filled out a data request. 
NYSED data is publicly available. Research Alliance data is available upon request from 






 The sample for the quantitative portion of this study included 1,074 public middle 
and high schools run by the NYCDOE during the 2013-2014 school year.  
Variables 
Based on my conceptual framework of how schools affect student outcomes 
(Raudenbush & Willms, 1995), I chose independent variables related to a school’s 
practice, context, and student demographics. The specific variables, described in this 
section, were chosen based on existing research on the school-to-prison pipeline (STPP). 
School practice variables. The variables related to a school’s practice include: 
teachers’ average number of years of experience; teachers’ average annual number of 
days absent; percent of teachers with no valid certification; percent of teachers who 
turned over that year; percent of total students in collaborative team teaching classes; 
percent of total students in self-contained special education classes; percent of total 
students in alternative classes; high school dropout rates; school climate survey scores 
related to academic expectations, communication with families, student engagement, and 
school safety; percent of students who have been suspended at least once that year; pass 
rates on middle and high school Math and English Language Arts examinations; and the 
total number of years the school has been in existence since NYU began collecting data 
in 1996.  
Context variables. Determining context variables within NYC is complex 
because students commute to schools all over the city for middle and high school rather 
than attending zoned neighborhood schools. As a result, the community that a school is 





For this set of variables, I looked at school classification (charter, D75, or traditional 
public school), and percent of students considered to be living in poverty (based on 
registration for FRPL or other benefits such as food stamps). Research indicates that 
FRPL is not an ideal indicator of students’ SES due to problems such as missing data and 
varying definitions of poverty that do not necessarily align with FRPL requirements 
(Cruse & Powers, 2006). As a result, New York State uses a separate variable that takes 
into account other benefits a student’s family might be receiving, such as food stamps.  
Student characteristic variables. Student characteristic variables included the 
racial demographics of the student body (percent of students who identify as Black, 
Latino, Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian, Multiracial, or White), the percent of 
students who are formally classified as English Language Learners (ELLs), and the 
percent of students with IEPs. 
Dependent variable. The NYCDOE does not maintain data on whether students 
have been arrested, but it does collect data on students who have been transferred to 
schools for young people who are detained awaiting trial or who have been sentenced to 
time at one of these facilities. As a result, the dependent variable underestimates the true 
number of students who have received special education services and been arrested in 
NYC schools. The NYCDOE was not willing to release the total number of young people 
who had received special education services and been transferred when n < 10. As a 
result, I only had data on whether students with IEPs had been transferred or not at 1,060 
of the 1,074 schools, but did not know the exact number of percent. A total of 383 
schools had students with IEPs who had been arrested, but the exact number was not 





Variable construction. Data from the NYCDOE and NYSED were made 
available in different formats. Data from the NYCDOE was initially obtained in the form 
of student-level and teacher-level variables. As a result, NYCDOE data had to be 
converted into school-level variables, which I describe below. Data from the NYSED and 
NYU were already in the form of school-level variables, and were used as I received 
them 
NYCDOE data came from 6 data files representing over half a million students in 
grades 6-12, as well as 93,447 staff employed in any capacity by the NYCDOE. The data 
files contained information on middle and high school exam scores, student biographical 
data, high school academic information (e.g., graduation rate, courses), and information 
on NYCDOE staff. I converted student- and teacher-level variables into school-level 
variables, since school-level factors are the focal unity of analysis for this study. School-
level variables constructed from these NYCDOE data sets include: teachers’ average 
number of years of experience; percent of total students in collaborative team teaching 
classes; percent of total students in self-contained special education classes; percent of 
total students in alternative classes; ; pass rates on middle and high school Math and 
English Language Arts examinations; percent of students who identify as Black, Latino, 
Asian/Pacific Islander, American Indian, Multiracial, or White; percent of students 
classified as English Language Learners; percent of students with IEPs/students with 
disabilities; and the dependent variable. All other variables were received as school-level 






Because my dependent variable was dichotomous (either students with IEPs at a 
particular school had been arrested or they had not), I used logistic regression to 
determine which school-level factors predicted an increased likelihood that a school 
would have students with IEPs who had been arrested (Peng, Lee, & Ingersoll, 2002). I 
called these schools in which at least one student with an IEP had been arrested during 
the 2013-2014 school year a YesArrest school, and set YesArrest =1. In schools where no 
students with IEPs had been arrested during the 2013-2014 school year, YesArrest = 0. I 
focused on school level variables because existing research focuses primarily on student-
level data, even as the literature suggests that school characteristics and policies impact 
student arrest above and beyond student characteristics. In addition, my DS framework 
pointed me toward looking toward factors in the environment that enable and disable 
students rather than locating problems within individual students.  




) = α + β1Pi + β2Ci + β3Si + ei 
where Yi is the dichotomous variable YesArrest; β1 represents the effect of a vector of 
variables related to a school’s practice; β2 represents the effect of a vector of variables 
related to a school’s context; and β3 represents the effect of a vector of variables related 
to students’ incoming characteristics.  
 I first ran descriptive analyses looking at differences between YesArrest schools 
and schools without arrests. Second, I ran a model with the most complete cases (1,073). 
Third, I removed variables that did not significantly predict a YesArrest school, and 





that did not significantly predict a YesArrest school and added the school climate survey 
scores (N = 841). Finally, I removed variables that did not significantly predict a 
YesArrest school and added the variable on how may total years the school had been in 
existence (N = 976). 
 For each model, I looked at goodness of fit tests, as well as for individual 
independent variables that statistically significantly predict an increased likelihood that a 
school will be a YesArrest school. Because this study used logistic regression, R2 was not 
an appropriate measure to use to evaluate models (Peng, Lee, & Ingersoll, 2002).  
Missing Data 
Missing data likely biased results of this study, particularly because missing data 
was unlikely to be missing completely at random (MCAR) or even missing at random. 
Schools that maintain and report more complete student records are likely to be different 
in a variety of ways from schools whose records are less organized. For example, schools 
with incomplete records may have staff that is too overstretched and overwhelmed to 
maintain accurate records. These schools may also have higher arrest rates for young 
people receiving special education services. 
In addition, at least some data in this study appeared to be inaccurate rather than 
missing. Specifically, some binary variables did not have any missing data and, as a 
result, clearly had some inaccuracies. For example, students were either classified as 
having a valid IEP (1) or not (0), but only 93% of students in D75 schools were classified 
as having a valid IEP, even though 100% were receiving special education services. One 
possibility is that many of those students’ IEPs had expired—they did not, in fact, have 





As a result, it is difficult to understand the full extent of missing data on analyses in this 
study. 
Because this study used logistic regression and SPSS, I used complete case 
analyses (Horton & Kleinman, 2007), meaning that each model only included schools 
with no missing data. For some variables, different types of schools had different types of 
data systematically missing, which is why I ran several different models, described 
earlier. For example, schools that were missing test score data were likely to be one of the 
28 consortium schools whose students submit portfolio projects for graduation rather than 
take the Regents examinations. In addition, District 75 schools did not report school 
climate survey data, so the model using school climate survey data excluded D75 
schools.  
School-level data was compiled from student-level data, some of which may have 
been missing or inaccurate as well. School-level data from NYSED was based on data 
passed along from the NYCDOE, which received reports from individual schools, which 
vary in how they address missing data. When I created school-level variables from 
NYCDOE student-level data, I omitted missing data since schools with disorganized 
record keeping practices may not have systematically maintained poor records for 
students who are more or less likely to be arrested. On the one hand, students who have 
poor attendance or other characteristics that correlated with an increased likelihood of 
arrest may also have fewer data points to record; on the other hand, schools have 
incentives to keep careful records of students who are at risk of failing due to, for 






 The qualitative strand of this study addressed my second research question: How 
do young people who have received special education services and been arrested present 
and explain educational experiences that help or hinder them at school? To answer this 
question, I interviewed six young people, ages 15-21, who had received special education 
services in NYC public schools and been arrested. Asking young people with to speak 
about their experiences is consistent with Disability Studies activists’ call of “nothing 
about us without us”—individuals with disabilities must have a say in research and 
policies that affect them. In addition, interview research is useful for: 1) detailed 
descriptions, 2) multiple perspectives, 3) an understanding of processes, 4) holistic 
descriptions, 5) an understanding of how events are interpreted, 6) bridging of 
intersubjectivities, and 7) identifying variables and framing hypotheses (Weiss, 1994, pp. 
9-11).  
 This section describes the ongoing process of negotiating access; who participants 
were; data collection; data analysis; and reciprocity. I address validity and my 
positionality across both the quantitative and qualitative strands at the end of the chapter. 
Negotiating Access 
 Negotiating access was a complex and ongoing process throughout the qualitative 
strand of the study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Initially, I had to obtain approval from 
three Institutional Review Boards (IRBs): Teachers College (TC), The New York City 
Administration for Children’s Services (ACS) and New York State Office of Child and 
Family Services (OCFS). These approvals needed to be obtained sequentially, in order. 





at TC in December, 2015, and obtained the final approval from OCFS on December 16, 
2016.  
 ACS partners with multiple agencies to provide services for children under age 16 
who are in non-secure and limited-secure detention or placement. One of these agencies 
agreed to recruit young people for my study. Through this agency, I became connected to 
a group home that I will call Boys Home, which housed a rotating group of 4-13 boys, 
mostly aged 14-16, in a non-secure setting. In order to protect the boys’ privacy, staff 
determined which of the boys had received special education services, then reached out to 
the boys and their families to obtain assent and consent to participate. Only then was I 
introduced to the young people.  
  Recruiting participants in this way was difficult, and I was only able to interview 
two boys from Boys Home between December 2016 and June 2017. Due to the nature of 
the recruitment process, I’m not sure whether the difficulty in recruiting participants had 
to do with a low number of youth with IEPs; missing educational records; family or 
youth resistance to participation; youth forgetting to get consent forms signed on rare 
visits home; or staff not having time to pursue families among their many other duties. 
 Because of the difficulties associated with recruiting participants from Boys 
Home, I also reached out to individuals I knew who worked with young people with 
disabilities and/or court-involved youth to see if they knew anyone who might be 
interested in participating. I recruited four additional young people in this way. These 
adults included a lawyer and people who worked in schools in a variety of capacities 
(e.g., teachers, deans, counsellors). Youth aged 18-21 gave consent; those under 18 





 Aside from obtaining initial access, I had to negotiate multiple relationships with 
adults and youth, who sometimes had conflicting agendas. Relationships are important 
“design decisions” (Maxwell, 2013); in interview research, the nature of my relationship 
with participants necessarily affected what they chose to talk about, and how. At Boys 
Home, I acted as a tutor to the boys on Tuesday evenings from December 2016 through 
June 2017 to thank the organization for participating in my study. In this role, I was 
positioned as a teacher and authority figure, who took on the task of convincing tired 
children to complete their homework at the end of a long day, and who did not release 
them to their bedtime routines until all homework was complete. With other youth, I 
generally introduced myself as “Laura” and described myself as a graduate student 
completing my final project. However, I was occasionally introduced as “Ms. Vernikoff” 
and a teacher. Because “research fundamentally involves issues of power” (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2011, p. 22), I will discuss the implications of my role further in the section on 
positionality, and in my analyses and discussion in further chapters. 
Participants 
 This study used criterion selection (Marshall & Rossman, 2011), where the 
criteria to be eligible to participate were: 1) the young person had received special 
education services of any sort in a NYC public school and 2) the young person had been 
arrested. Participants in this study represented a range of diverse personalities, 
aspirations, and experiences. To protect their identities, I use issue-focused analysis 
rather than case-focus analysis. Issue-focused analysis looks selectively at how different 





analysis necessarily suppresses some of the more distinctive and identifiable aspects of 
young people’s perspectives in order to protect their confidentiality.  
Before I begin describing the participants as a group, I offer an example of one 
child’s unique sense of humor to suggest the full human beings that are behind the 
themes and patterns presented in this dissertation. While describing theater, a class this 
participant disliked, this young person drily told me: “We was about to do a play. But 
then I got caught up for a warrant, so. I'm glad I got caught up for that warrant though.” 
Formal interviews and informal conversations were filled with astute observations, jokes, 
and young people’s acts of kindness toward me, their peers, and other adults, sometimes 
in difficult settings and circumstances.  
 Speaking broadly about the group again, participants were six young people ages 
15-21, in grades 9-12. All identified as Black (5) and/or Latinx (2). I had aimed to recruit 
a more racially diverse group, but all of the youth at Boys Home were Black and/or 
Latino, and all of the additional participants who were referred to me identified as Black 
and/or Latinx. Four participants identified as male, and two as female; because of the 
small number of participants, I use the gender-neutral pronoun “they” to refer to single 
participants to obscure their identity. Participants had each attended at least two 
secondary schools (one middle and one high school), although some had attended more. 
As a result, they were able to speak about a range of school types, as indicated in this 
table: 
Table 1 — Participants’ Schools 
 Community 
Schools 
D75 Schools Charter Schools 
Middle Schools 3 2 0 






I conducted 1-3 semi structured interviews with each young person, ranging from 
20-40 minutes in length. The purpose of these interviews was to ask participants to 
present and explain school experiences that enabled or disabled them at school. I began 
by asking open-ended questions to allow participant to identify topics of personal 
significance to them. Next, I asked them to speak about their experiences with topics that 
are statistically significant predictors of arrest in existing research or the quantitative 
stand of the study, such as the presence of police officers or high suspension rates. Based 
on my pilot study, I made sure to word my questions to focus on the schools rather than 
the participants. For example, rather than asking participants what they had trouble with, 
I asked them what they would change in their school, or what advice they would give a 
new teacher. Interview questions are attached in an appendix. 
I asked staff at Boys Home or participants to identify times and places that were 
convenient for interviews. The two participants from Boys Home were interviewed in 
free rooms, with a staff member from Boys Home present. The remaining interviews took 
place in a range of locations including a public park and an unused office. None of the 
interviews were completely private or free of interruptions; one took place with a 
participant’s one-year old daughter present. The presence of staff members at Boys Home 
in particular means that it is possible that youth gave answers that they thought would 
please staff. In other cases, the lack of privacy and frequent interruptions may have made 
participants more cautious about sharing experiences.  
All interviews were recorded and transcribed by me, then the recordings were 
destroyed, following IRB requirement. Transcripts were not saved with any identifiable 





date. In addition, I wrote memos after each interview, describing the conditions of the 
interview and my initial impressions. 
Interview Data Analysis 
 I coded data deductively (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007), looking for themes related to 
ways in which schools enabled or disabled participants. I also coded data inductively, 
looking for codes and themes that were unique to my data, and for tensions within 
themes, ways in which different participants may have had differing experiences around a 
particular theme or had different experiences entirely (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). For 
example, among the excerpts coded “relationships with adults,” youth described a range 
of relationships from not remembering a teacher’s name to saying that school staff were 
“family.” I looked for areas of convergence and divergence with the quantitative results 
as well.  
Data collection and analysis were iterative processes. For example, as I began to 
notice that participants seemed to buy into normative notions of “good” students and 
schools, I followed up more carefully and thoroughly on the questions about advice for 
new students and teachers at a particular school to better understand how participants 
thought about what it took to be successful in those roles. I also developed and used the 
codes “good student” and “good teacher” in my coding. 
Reciprocity 
 I served as a tutor at Boys Home from December 2016 through June 2017. With 
other participants, I offered gift cards to thank them for participating. To thank adults 
who did the bulk of recruitment for me, I brought snacks and coffees when possible. In 





participants since they have expressed interest in using the findings of this study to 
improve the services they provide.  
Study Validity and Limitations 
For the study at large, I drew upon Cho and Trent’s (2006) notions of holistic 
validity. Holistic validity uses a variety of transactional and transformational approaches 
and purposes combined to obtain “valid” results. Transactional approaches to validity are 
approaches that attempt to ensure validity through following established procedures. 
Transformational approaches attempt to ensure validity by looking at whether data can be 
used for transformative purposes for participants and society.  
For the quantitative strand of my study, I followed established procedures for 
obtaining transactionally valid logistic regression results. For example, I used the 
Hosmer-Lemeshow test rather than looking at R2 to determine model fit (Peng, Lee, & 
Ingersoll, 2002). However, the use of administrative data from a particular district can 
limit the generalizability of findings to other districts (Gibbs, Shafer, & Miles, 2015). A 
school district is not a random sampling of a larger population; in other words, New York 
City public schools are not representative of U.S. public schools as a whole. However, I 
hope this study will be useful within NYC, which educates approximately 2% of the 
United States’ public schoolchildren (National Center for Education Statistics, 2017), and 
that the findings will be relevant to other large, urban districts. I attempted to obtain 
transformational validity by using an analytical framework that is both based on the 
literature and that may lead to changes in the conditions that predict arrest for young 





One limitation of the quantitative strand of this study is that I engaged in 
“associational inference” rather than causal inference (Holland, 1986); in other words, I 
described the characteristics of YesArrest schools, and looked to see whether it is 
possible to predict the likelihood of a school having students with IEPs who have been 
arrested based on other data about that school. However, I cannot establish which of 
school-level factors might cause a higher likelihood of a school being a YesArrest school, 
as this was not an experimental or quasi-experimental study.  
For the qualitative portion of my study, I attempted to obtain transactional validity 
through “member checking,” which Cho and Trent (2006) describe as a “necessary but 
never sufficient condition” for obtaining validity (p. 333). Member checking was 
difficult, however, due to the instability of many participants’ circumstances—court 
dates, transfers, releases, and other scheduling conflicts (e.g., one participant had a baby) 
made it impossible to follow up with most participants. I was able to conduct formal 
member checks with one participant, however, and was able to informally follow up on 
questions I had with two additional participants. I pursued transformational validity by 
foregrounding young people’s perspectives on their educational experiences, which will 
allow adults to better understand how practices and policies impact and are interpreted by 
youth. 
One important limitation of this study relates to the way young people were 
recruited for interviews. All participants were initially identified and recruited by other 
adults, not by me, as a condition of IRB approval. These adults served as gatekeepers 
who had particular ideas of which young people would make good participants. Adults 





speak with me. Although I repeatedly explained that I wanted to talk to any young person 
who was willing to talk to me, it seems likely that I was simply not introduced to some 
eligible participants who may have been interested. As a result, the perspectives 
represented in this study may not represent the perspectives of young people whose 
relationships with adults were less positive, or who were perceived by staff to be difficult.  
 Another limitation of this study is that it took much longer than I had anticipated 
to negotiate access to young people for interviews (described further in Chapter 3). As a 
result, the young people interviewed were not necessarily a subsample of the young 
people represented in the quantitative data. In other words, interview participants were 
not necessarily the exact same young people who had been receiving special education 
services and transferred to either Passages or East River Academies (ERA) during the 
2013-2014 school year. Some were arrested up to two years later, and some had been 
arrested but not transferred to Passages or ERA. All participants had been in at least sixth 
grade during the 2013-2014 school year. 
Researcher Positionality 
Throughout this study, my positionality and subjectivities (Peshkin, 1988) have 
necessarily impacted each part of the research process from selecting a topic to research 
design to analysis to reporting findings. Although issues of positionality are not often 
addressed in quantitative research, my positionality is relevant across each part of this 
study. I address those aspects of my positionality that are relevant for doing better 
research (Pillow, 2003) on the STPP and special education.   
My positionality influenced both the topic I chose and my framing of the 





paraprofessional and teacher in D75, I saw many kind, thoughtful, and generally 
wonderful young people become involved with the juvenile and adult justice systems. 
When that happened, my students would miss days of school to go to court. Sometimes, 
students would only miss a few days. Other times, students would be gone for months or 
even years. These experiences led me to wonder about how institutions that are intended 
to help youth do not always function as intended. As a result, I focus on schools and 
school-level factors in this study rather than looking for problems within young people.  
Although my experience working in D75 schools led me toward an assets-
oriented perspective on students in D75 schools, that experience also caused me to 
assume that more “restrictive” special education settings (e.g., self-contained classes and 
schools) were always and only problematic. In looking over interview transcripts at the 
end of this study, I see that this unconscious bias caused me to ask more questions when 
young people described positive impressions of their schools, and to generally be more 
critical of these positive perspectives in analyzing data. For example, even though each 
student who participated in this study described suspensions as a “fair” response to 
breaking school rules, I did not take this claim at face value, but instead looked for other 
times that young people talked about their own or others’ experiences with suspension 
that might contradict or complicate their initial claims. When I realized that I was giving 
more weight to participants’ descriptions of negative experiences at school, I made an 
effort to look for positive descriptions as well, which is why I chose to end this 
dissertation with a lengthy quote from a student who described really liking their school. 





have caused me to emphasize participants’ negative experiences in these settings more 
than in other settings.   
In my time working with youth, I continue to be surprised by ways in which 
young people make sense of their experiences with schools. Seeking youth perspectives 
seemed like a necessary part of any study on young people’s experiences as a result. In 
addition, I tried to draw upon my experiences of talking with young people who 
understood school practices, policies, and experiences very differently from how I did to 
actively look for ways in which young people’s explanations of what helped or hindered 
them at school surprised me, including ways in which their positive experiences with 
restrictive special education settings might surprise me. 
My positionality also influenced data collection and analysis, particularly in the 
qualitative strand, where I was the “instrument” (Luttrell, 2000). I was frequently 
introduced as a teacher, which likely influenced how students thought about me and 
interacted with me. Students may have been more cautious about sharing things with me 
that they thought a teacher might disapprove of. For example, in my pilot study, one 
student was hesitant to share problems with me that I knew existed, perhaps because he 
was eager to please an adult. On the other hand, I also found when I was a teacher that 
participants were sometimes more eager to share with me because they assumed I might 
be less likely to gossip, as an adult, than a friend would.  
My being a woman also affected how participants viewed and interacted with me, 
in ways that were apparent and probably also in hidden ways as well. Some boys made an 
effort to be “chivalrous” and, for example, hold doors for me. One male participant told 





female staff (Participant 6); it is possible that he was more deferential with me than he 
would have been with a male interviewer as well. As a teacher, my female students 
sometimes seemed more comfortable around women than men; it is possible that the two 
female participants in this study felt more comfortable around me than they would have 
around a man.  
Participants were generally curious about “what I am” racially and ethnically. 
Some guessed that I was “Spanish,” or Latina, while others figured out that I am Jewish. 
We did not necessarily have time to unpack how participants felt about my ethnicity, but 
I can guess that participants had complex feelings about my Jewish identity based on 
conversations I have had with many other young people in NYC about this topic, and on 
my knowledge of broader social ideas about Jews in NYC. My students were generally 
curious about Jews, Jewish culture, and Judaism. Many of my students frequently saw 
visibly Jewish people, but had not necessarily had opportunities to interact with many 
Jewish people. As a result, sometimes students brought negative stereotypes about Jewish 
people into conversations (e.g., about Jewish people being greedy). However, my 
experiences talking with young people about this topic has consistently shown young 
people being open-minded, willing to reevaluate these stereotypes, and willing and able 
to form strong, positive relationships with me. In addition, most of my students (as well 
as my peers who attended NYC public schools with me many years ago) conceptualized 
Jews as “not White,” which in the context of predominantly non-White schools can lead 
to students feeling a sense of shared experiences with me that make them feel like they 
can relate to me. These interactions have also all taken place in a context in which race 





communities in “outer borough” neighborhoods that some participants came from, such 
as Crown Heights (e.g., Berger, 2011) and Brownsville (e.g., Perlstein, 2004).   
My childhood in the outer borough of Queens was also relevant to participants 
who asked about it. Participants in this study mainly came from Brooklyn and Queens, 
two boroughs with a friendly rivalry and, until recently, a shared school “holiday,” 
Brooklyn-Queens day. My experiences growing up in the NYC public school system has 
made me acutely aware of the deficit-based thinking that is often applied toward urban 
youth, and has caused me to presume competence in these young people instead. In 
addition, participants and I had a shared set of experiences, such as doing homework on 
the subway. In addition, we had some shared understandings of attending NYC public 
schools. However, there were important differences in our experiences with NYC schools 
as well. One important difference is that I graduated before the district was radically 
restructured, starting in 2001.  
Another very important difference for this study is that I have never received 
special education services. It is possible that students did not feel as comfortable speaking 
about their experiences to me as a result. However, I explained to young people that I am 
interested in understanding their experiences and perspectives.  
Ultimately, research is an inherently political and personal act. I can never claim 
to present a neutral, objective account of the school-level factors that predict arrest for 
young people who have received special education services, nor do I want to. Instead, I 
have tried to be explicit throughout this process about how I made decisions, and what 







IV – QUANTITATIVE FINDINGS 
 This chapter addresses my first research question: Which school-level factors 
predict arrest for young people who have received special educational services? 
Quantitative analyses suggest that there are some school-level factors that significantly 
predict an increased likelihood of a school being a “YesArrest” school—a school in 
which at least one student with an individualized education plan (IEP) has been arrested 
and transferred to East River Academy (ERA) or Passages Academy. These two schools 
serve students who are in detention, awaiting trial, or who have been sentenced and are 
serving time in New York City.  
Descriptive Results 
 I began by running descriptive statistics for the sample as a whole, then 
for both YesArrest and NoArrest schools separately. These descriptive statistics begin to 
suggest some differences between YesArrest and NoArrest Schools. For example, the 
average number of days students are absent in YesArrest schools was 25 days per year, 
while at NoArrest schools students were absent an average of almost 16 days per year. 
The average percent of students with disabilities in YesArrest schools is 27.5, while at 
NoArrest schools it is 20.7%. However, not all of these differences turned out to be 
statistically significant, as explained in the next few sections, and some of the other 





























 The full dataset includes all 1,074 publicly funded middle and high schools in 
NYC, including traditional public schools, schools specifically for students with IEPs 
(District 75, or D75 schools), or charter schools. This data set does not include programs 
run by the New York City Department of Education (NYCDOE) that are not actually 
schools, such as tutoring for children in hospitals. I also excluded the two schools that 
only serve students who have been arrested (i.e., ERA and Passages Academy).  
Schools in NYC have varying organizational structures, with some serving 
students in grades K-8, 6-12, K-5, 6-8, 9-12, et cetera. When schools educated 
elementary school children as well as middle and high school children, my analyses only 
included information on students in grades 6-12 at that school. Many schools open and 
close each year in NYC, so some schools are in the process of adding or removing grades 
as they expand or get ready to shut down. This analysis includes schools that had served 
at least two grades from 6-12, since schools that are, for example, primarily elementary 
schools that have just added a sixth grade are likely to be different from many other 
secondary schools. Similarly, schools that are in the process of being closed for poor 
performance, that only offered one remaining class of students, are likely to be different 
in many ways from other public secondary schools. 
District 75 schools, in particular, have unique organizational structures. They 
often have multiple school sites served by the same umbrella school organization. For 
example, 75K369 in Brooklyn runs programs in elementary schools, middle schools, and 
one high school. For the purpose of these analyses, 75K369 is treated as one school since 





the NYCDOE maintains data on these D75 schools as single schools. There is probably 
more diversity within D75 organizations than within other schools; however, I included 
D75 schools in my analyses since they are important sites for understanding the 
educational experiences of young people receiving special education services.  
 Unfortunately, the NYCDOE and New York State Education Department 
(NYSED) do not collect the same data for different types of schools. As a result, I ran 
several rounds of analyses which included different types of schools and used different 
independent variables. I report on each model in this section. 
Model 1: The Most Complete Cases 
The first round of analysis included the most complete cases and, as a result, 
excluded the most variables. This model included 1,073 of the 1,074 schools for which 
data were available, and included all traditional schools (n = 924), D75 schools (n = 54), 
and charter schools (n = 96). 
According to the chi-square statistic, this model statistically significantly 
predicted an increased likelihood of a school being a YesArrest school (p = .000, < .05). 
 Because this study used logistic regression rather than ordinary least squares 
regression, I tested the fit of the model using the Hosmer-Lemeshow Test rather than 
looking at the R2 (Peng, Lee, & Ingersoll, 2002). The Hosmer-Lemeshow test suggested 
that the model is a good fit for the data (p = .137, > 0.5). 
 Individual coefficients that statistically significantly predicted an increased 
likelihood of being a YesArrest school were the average number of student days absent 





teaching classes; the percent of students who had been suspended at least once that year; 
and the percent of teachers with their master’s degree plus thirty additional credits.  
Table 5 — Model 1 Results 
 
 Research suggests that student absences negatively affect academic achievement, 
and that these negative effects are not entirely related to lost instructional time, but may 
also result from disruptions to teaching and learning that occur when students miss 
lessons and are caught up (or not) by their teachers (Goodman, 2014). This study builds 





also be more likely to have had students with IEPs who have been arrested, although 
more research is necessary to better understand how and why.  
 Collaborative team teaching (CTT) classes have become increasingly popular in 
many districts, including NYC, for improving the educational experiences and outcomes 
of students with and without disabilities. However, research suggests that there are 
diverse manifestations of “co-teaching” practices within officially labeled co-teaching 
classrooms (Rivera, McMahon, & Keys, 2014). This variation may result from varying 
types and levels of administrative support, as well as differences in teachers’ attitudes 
toward collaborative teaching (Damore & Murray, 2009) across and within certification 
areas (e.g., general or special education). This study suggests that CTT classes are not a 
panacea for students with our without IEPs, but more research is necessary to better 
understand what, exactly, is occurring in classes that are coded as CTT classes. In 
addition, these data do not show whether students in the CTT classes are the ones getting 
arrested; it is possible that schools that rely heavily on CTT classes are different in other 
important ways from other schools. In addition, it is possible that schools which educate 
most students in the CTT model also maintain separate classes for students considered to 
have the most “severe” disabilities, and that those students receive a substantially 
different education from their peers in the CTT classes.    
 Research suggests that high suspension rates may negatively affect the 
experiences of both students who are directly affected and of other students who have not 
been suspended. Students who have been suspended lose instructional time (Gregory, 
Skiba, & Noguera, 2010), while the negative school climate that results from heavy 





and have not been suspended (Rocque & Paternoster, 2011; Smalls, White, Chavous, & 
Sellers, 2007). This study suggests another link between suspensions and arrest.  
 The connection between an increased percentage of teachers with their master’s 
degree plus thirty additional credits and a higher likelihood of a school being a YesArrest 
school is more difficult to explain. Because all variables are school-level variables, it is 
possible that the most highly educated teachers in these schools do not teach students 
receiving special education services, and that schools with higher percentages of highly 
educated teachers also have wider discrepancies between young people with and without 
IEPs in both experiences and outcomes.  
Model 2: Adding Test Data  
State test score data was not available for all schools; as a result, this model 
included 841 schools. Most of the schools missing data were exempt from administering 
state tests for several reasons: 1) 28 schools are part of a consortium that administers 
alternative, portfolio-based assessments; 2) Some D75 schools served only students who 
took the New York State Alternative Assessment (NYSAA) rather than state standardized 
tests; and 3) Some schools served students who were exempted from taking state tests, 
particularly in English Language Arts (ELA) because they were newly learning English. 
However, some schools were simply excluded from analysis because they had failed to 
report math and/or ELA test scores. Within schools that do administer state tests, some 
students are excluded from those tests because of their disabilities or English Language 
Learner (ELL) status.  
With the exception of the 28 consortium schools, students are generally excluded 





their disability or English proficiency. This presumed inability to pass the tests is 
assumed to reflect deficits within students resulting from their disabilities or their 
inability to speak fluent English rather than problems with the testing system or with the 
instruction they are receiving. Categorically excluding groups of students who have 
traditionally been marginalized within schools (students who are considered to have the 
most severe disabilities and novice ELLs) makes it difficult to assess how well schools 
are educating all students. However, critiques about the ableist and culturally biased 
nature of large scale assessments (e.g., Au, 2013; Harris-Murri, King, & Rostenberg, 
2006; Hood, 1998; Lee, 1998; Solano-Flores & Nelson-Barber, 2001) reflect even greater 
difficulties in connecting these test scores directly to high-quality, culturally relevant 
instruction.  
Student test score variables in this study were constructed from middle and high 
school ELA and Mathematics test score data. Students in grades 3-8 take state ELA and 
math exams each year. I used individual student data to construct pass rates for students 
in grades 6-8 at each school. A total of 633 schools had middle school test data. Students 
in grades 9-12 take Regents examinations in a variety of subjects, including ELA, math, 
science, and social studies. For high school students’ test data, I used scores from the 
ELA Regents, taken in 11th grade, and the Algebra 1 Regents, generally taken in 9th grade 
(but sometimes taken as early as 8th or as late as 10th grade). Although other math exams 
are available (e.g., Algebra II), Algebra I is the only examination that is mandatory for 
graduation, so Algebra I scores represent the broadest group of students; generally only 
more advanced students take additional Regents examinations. 802 schools reported 





each school based on the number of students who passed the test divided by the total 
number of students who had scores reported.  
For schools that only administered middle or high school tests, these variables 
became the ELA or Math pass rate variables used in the study. For schools that reported 
both middle and high school variables, I averaged the pass rates for middle and high 
school tests to get the final ELA and Math pass rates. I chose to average the rates rather 
than calculating the pass rates based on individual student test scores because I wanted to 
weight the middle school and high school test scores equally. More middle school 
students than high school students take tests in a 6-12 school because middle school tests 
are administered each year in 6th-8th grade, while high school tests are only administered 
once. However, I did not want to weight the middle school curriculum more heavily than 
the high school curriculum.  
This model also statistically significantly predicted YesArrest schools (p = .000, < 
.05). However, the Hosmer-Lemeshow test suggests that this model is not a good fit for 
the data (p = .003, < .05). As a result, it is difficult to determine how useful this model is.  
Several individual variables significantly predicted an increased likelihood of a 
YesArrest school in this model. Specifically, the average number of student days absent 
during the 2013-2014 school year; the percent of all students in collaborative team 
teaching classes; and the percent of students who had been suspended at least once that 
year continued to statistically significantly predict an increased likelihood that a school 
would be a YesArrest school in this model. In addition, the percent of students who 
passed an ELA standardized test that year (out of students who took an ELA test) 





percent of students who passed a Math standardized test that year statistically 
significantly predicted a lower likelihood of a school being a YesArrest school. 
Table 6 — Model 2 Results 
 
 
Finding an inverse relationship between ELA pass rates and the likelihood of 
being a YesArrest school builds upon research that suggests that test scores have limited 
ability to describe the overall quality of a school. New York City, like most districts 
across the country (Horn, 2003), uses tests that are high-stakes for both students and 
schools. Students who do not pass Regents examinations in high school cannot get a high 
school diploma, regardless of how well they did in their classes. In addition, NYC 
schools with low pass rates experience increased surveillance, reduced ability to make 
curriculum decisions, and threat of closure (Riehl, Earle, Nagarajan, Schwitzman, & 
Vernikoff, 2018), all of which can be demoralizing for teachers and students (Hoogland 
et al., 2016). Using tests for accountability purposes has led to schools, districts, and 





subjects or excluding low-performing students from taking tests by suspending them, 
expelling them, or simply encouraging them to stay home (Amrein-Beardsley, 2009). 
More research is necessary to determine what, specifically, is happening at schools with 
higher English pass rates that predict an increased likelihood of those schools being 
YesArrest schools.  
Model 3: Adding School Climate Survey Data 
The third round of analyses also categorically excluded certain types of schools. 
Specifically, school climate survey data were not available for D75 or charter schools. 
The exclusion of D75 and charter schools is worrisome because both types of schools 
have unique relationships with students with IEPs. District 75 schools serve students with 
IEPs exclusively and, as such, are an important part of the educational landscape for 
children with disabilities in New York City. Charter schools in NYC have unique 
characteristics such as extremely high suspension rates (the top 39 suspension rates, and 
47 of the top 50 suspension rates all belong to charter schools in this study) and a track 
record of educating a disproportionately low percent of students with disabilities (Rich, 
2012), compared to noncharter public schools. School climate survey data stopped being 
collected in this format during the 2012-2013 schoolyear, so the variables in this study 
are from the 2012-2013 schoolyear rather than the 2013-2014 schoolyear like the rest of 
the variables. This third model included 841 middle and high schools. This model 
statistically significantly predicted YesArrest schools (p = .00, < .05). This model was 
also a good fit for the data (p = .468, > .05). 
Several variables statistically significantly predicted an increased likelihood of a 





during the 2013-2014 school year and the percent of all students in collaborative team 
teaching classes continued to be statistically significant predictors of YesArrest schools. 
In addition, higher average school climate survey score on questions related to student 
engagement predicted an increased likelihood of YesArrest schools, while higher average 
school climate survey scores on questions related to communicating with families and 
how safe schools seem each predicted a decreased likelihood of a school being a 
YesArrest school. 
Table 7 — Model 3 Results 
 
The finding of an inverse relationship between student engagement scores and 
YesArrest status is surprising given research suggesting that student engagement is an 
important predictor of many positive outcomes such as academic achievement (Khalifa, 
2011), reduced truancy (Fallis & Opotow, 2003), and staying in school until graduation 
(Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007). One possible reason for this surprising finding is 
that students receiving special education services may have substantively different 
experiences at these schools; in fact, those students may be reporting lower levels of 





scores across all students; more research is necessary to further explore how students 
with and without IEPs may perceive the same school differently.  
These findings build upon existing research suggesting that family involvement 
correlates with positive outcomes for students with disabilities (Haber et al., 2016). In 
addition, these findings build upon existing research suggesting that students’ perceptions 
of school safety correlates with students’ feeling that they are connected to their schools 
and able to learn (Zullig, Ghani, Collins, & Matthews-Ewald, 2017). Specifically, this 
study suggests that negative perceptions of family involvement and school safety are 
significant predictors of YesArrest schools.  
Model 4: Adding School Age 
As mentioned in Chapter 3, New York City public schools underwent rapid 
change and restructuring in the decade leading up to this study as a result of No Child 
Left Behind and NYC mayor Michael Bloomberg’s emphasis on small schools. As a 
result, most large and older NYC schools were closed and replaced with new, smaller 
schools. Policymakers hoped that these new, small schools would have better outcomes 
than the schools they replaced. Those who have attempted to evaluate the impacts of 
these new, small schools have run into trouble, though, because many of these small 
schools are selective, so they serve a different population of students than the schools 
they replaced, which had to educate all students within a particular geographic area. 
Nevertheless, I ran one last model looking to see whether a school’s age predicted 
whether or not that school had students with IEPs who had been arrested. This data set 
does not include charter schools. However, most charter schools are newer, so it would 





school that resulted from a school being newer from differences that result from a school 
being a charter school.  
 NYU’s database included information on how many years the school had existed, 
starting in 1996. As a result, each school had been in existence for 1-13 (or more) years 
during the 2013-2014 school year. It is important to note that older schools in this study 
were schools that had survived forced closures under NCLB and, as a result, are not 
necessarily representative of all older schools. For example, large and highly selective 
high schools such as the Bronx High School of Science were among the schools that had 
existed for at least 13 years at the time of the study. This round of analyses included 976 
schools. 
 This model statistically significantly predicted YesArrest schools (p = .000, < 
.05). However, this model was not a good fit for the data, making results difficult to 
interpret (p = .001, <.05). 
Table 8 — Model 4 Results 
 
 
 Looking at individual coefficients, older schools were significantly more likely to 






 Regression analysis suggests that school-level factors do predict the likelihood 
that students receiving special education services will get arrested in particular schools. 
The next chapter explores the perspectives of six students who have received special 
education services and been arrested in NYC public schools to better understand how 















V – QUALITATIVE FINDINGS 
 This chapter addresses my second research question: How do young people who 
have received special education services and been arrested present and explain what helps 
or hinders them at school? In presenting and explaining what helped and hindered them at 
school, participants introduced the idea of what they called “regular” schools, teachers 
and peers, then evaluated their own schools in relation to these imagined “regular” 
schools. Participants both explicitly stated and implicitly suggested that these imagined 
“regular” schools, teachers, and peers are the most desirable schools, teachers, and peers. 
At times, however, participants’ complicated and contradicted the links between 
“regular” and ideal.  
The conflation of the “regular,” normal, and common with the ideal reflects both 
historic and current “emphasis on normativity within public schooling” (Baglieri et al., 
2011), particularly the schooling of students with disabilities. Currently, once a student is 
formally labeled as having educational disabilities, the IEP team must determine how 
best to educate the young person in the “least restrictive environment” (IDEA, 2004), 
which means that the goal of the IEP team is always to place the student in general 
education classes and environments (e.g., lunchrooms) for at least some of the day. In 
other words, the law assumes that general education is the ideal place for all students, and 
places the burden on each student to meet the requirements of general education rather 





Not only is the “regular” school considered an ideal school, but the “regular” 
student, or normal child, is also considered an ideal student (Baglieri et al., 2011). 
Mismatches between students and regular schools are usually framed as evidence that the 
student whom the school does not fit has deficits or disabilities, rather than as a sign that 
school practices should be altered or improved (Deschennes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001). In 
addition, when mismatches between “regular” education and special education occur, 
participants in this study described the special education practices as deficient, not just 
different. However, as participants’ interviews suggest, the general education 
environment is not perfect, and, in fact, can disable students. My Disability Studies 
framework requires me to consider ways in which schools, including “regular” schools, 
bear responsibility for helping or hindering students rather than blaming students for 
mismatches and problems.  
This chapter describes the following three themes: 1) what “regular” schools are 
supposed to look like and do; 2) the limits of school staff’s roles; and 3) peer 
relationships as both “distraction” and necessity. In describing these findings, I am 
particularly mindful of issues of local confidentiality because other adults helped me 
recruit participants. In addition, the focus of this study is on school practices, not student 
behaviors. As a result, I use as little identifiable information related to particular 
participants as possible in presenting themes in this chapter. I also refer to each 
participant by the gender-neutral pronoun “they,” using it as a singular pronoun. Most 
quotes are presented to as closely represent how the student spoke as possible, including 
words or phrases such as “like” and “you know.” However, I omitted the more unique 





who know this student would likely be able to identify that student’s perspectives based 
on that unique phrase. 
“This Ain’t a Regular School” – Normal Schools and the Ideal School 
Five of six participants introduced the idea of “regular” or normal schools as an 
imagined and ideal setting for students, and described school practices and policies as 
helpful, or not, in relation to these imagined “regular” schools rather than in relation to 
how school practices and policies actually helped or hindered students. Four of the six 
participants compared at least one of their schools unfavorably to an imagined “regular” 
school, while the fifth spoke negatively about an irregular school down the block that 
they blamed for some of their own school’s problems. The sixth participant felt that their 
school was positively different from other schools, in that it provided a particular career-
focused specialization. The five participants who equated “regular” schools with ideal 
schools nevertheless complicated and occasionally contradicted the idea that just because 
a school’s practice seemed “regular,” or common, that practice was always directly 
helpful to the participant. For example, participants all initially presented suspension as a 
regular, or common response to student rule-breaking at their schools, and initially said 
they thought that response was “fair.” However, four of the six participants went on to 
describe more complex feelings about, and consequences of, this “regular” disciplinary 
response. Participants also described clear roles which they expected “regular” schools to 
fill for students, and four participants gave examples of ways in which they felt their own 
schools overreached in enacting their expected role. 
This section further describes two subthemes: 1) the conflation of “good” and 





“Good” and “Regular” Schools 
  Participants made comparisons across different schools they had attended to help 
present and explain their educational experiences. In addition, most participants 
introduced the idea of an imagined “regular” school, and compared their actual 
educational experiences to the experiences they imagined they would have at these 
imagined “regular” schools. “Regular” schools were schools that were not District 75 
(D75) schools, which serve only students receiving special education services, for three 
participants; not suspension schools for one participant; not a charter school for one 
participant; not a school that was very new and small for one participant; and not a school 
that had a specialized focus for one participant (because participants often spoke about 
more than one school, the number of schools participants describe does not necessarily 
equal six). As described further in these two subsections, participants more clearly 
explained what “regular” schools are not than what “regular” schools are. Defining 
“regular” schools by what they are not further suggests that these “regular” schools are 
imagined ideals rather than actual schools whose characteristics can be named and 
described. With the exception of one student who had attended a specialized public high 
school, participants described perceived deviations from the imagined “regular” school as 
problematic, even when students did not always express a clear rationale for why the 
“regular” way of doing school was better.  
For example, one student expressed a desire to make a small D75 school they had 
attended “like a regular school” (Student 6). When asked what would make their school 
more “regular,” the student suggested adding “ninth period classes, we don’t have 
that…We ain’t that type of school.” The school’s limited course offerings are associated 





student wished they could take, they said, “Any classes that we don’t have ninth period. 
[laughs] Yup.” Here, it seems that the practice of offering a more expansive selection of 
courses, associated with the practices of “regular” schools, is symbolically important as 
something that “regular” schools do, even though the student does not have particular 
courses in mind that they wish they could take. 
Another student explained that, after having initial doubts, they liked their D75 
school once they realized that the school offered the same curriculum as “regular” 
schools. This student clarified: “it’s just a school, is—even though it was, like, a District 
75…you leaving out of here with a lot of stuff that you’re learning at other schools, 
regular schools” (Student 5). Rather than describing any part of the curriculum and how it 
had benefited them, this student expresses happiness that they have access to “stuff that 
you’re learning at…regular schools.” This participant implies that the curriculum at 
“regular” schools is the ideal curriculum, and does not question its content or delivery at 
their school. In addition, this participant explains that there is stigma associated with not 
following a “regular” curriculum, noting that, “regular ed will make fun” of students at 
the D75 school. However, this participant argues that the stigma is misplaced because the 
D75 school is more similar to a “regular” school than other “regular ed” students realize, 
explaining, “they don’t know that we learning the same thing that they do.” This 
argument rests on the assumption that differences between D75 and “regular” schools 
reflect poorly on D75 schools, while similarities reflect favorably on D75 schools.  
Although participants suggested that regular schools were most desirable, 
participants also complicated the idea that regular school practices were always most 





characteristics, policies, or practices that did not seem to directly benefit the participant. 
For example, one participant spoke enthusiastically about how “fun” one charter high 
school was because it offered “a lot of different classes” (Student 3). However, that same 
student also said that they had not taken those special classes, and also admitted that they 
did not regularly attend that “fun” school. This participant seemed to like the idea that the 
school had a variety of course offerings even though the special courses had not 
benefitted the student directly. Similarly, when asked, “Did [the school] prepare you for 
the Regents?” this student replied, “Yes.” When asked how, this participant qualified 
that, “they didn’t prepare me because I never went…But they prepared the kids though...I 
wasn’t going to school, so. They couldn’t help me regardless.” This student differentiates 
between the school helping “the kids” prepare for the Regents in general, and the school 
actually not helping this participant prepare for the Regents. This participant says further 
that the school “couldn’t” help them, taking responsibility for cutting school and not 
taking advantage of the help offered. This participant blames themself for not being 
prepared for the Regents as a result of their poor school attendance, and lets their school 
off the hook, mirroring a common assumption that truancy results from student’ flaws 
rather than school practices (e.g., Rocque, Jennings, Piquero, Ozkan, & Farrington, 
2017). However, research suggests that school practices, such as teachers’ classroom 
management techniques, make it more or less likely that students will attend school (e.g., 
Havik, Bru, & Ertesvag, 2015). 
By evaluating schools in relation to ideas of what schools are supposed to do 
rather than in relation to how schools actually helped students, participants in this study 





Participants who had attended D75 schools, in particular, expressed wariness for any 
policies and practices that seemed to deviate from “regular” school policies and practices. 
These participants described a hierarchy of schools, with D75 schools on the bottom and 
“regular” schools on top, mirroring the assumption that the “least restrictive,” or most 
like general education, placement is the best (e.g., IDEA, 2004). For example, two 
participants explained that they had wound up at D75 schools because they had been 
“kicked out” of other schools (Students 4 and 5), suggesting that D75 schools are the 
places where excluded and discarded students are sent. Participants’ descriptions of this 
hierarchy reflects a common understanding that “less restrictive” settings (i.e., those with 
fewer students with IEPs) are more desirable than more restrictive settings because 
students in less restrictive settings (i.e., students without IEPs) are also more desirable 
students. For example, a recent study on special education in the NYCDOE asked, “Is 
Special Education Improving?” and used “integration” with general education students 
through placement in less restrictive settings as one of the key measures for addressing 
that question (Stiefel, Shiferaw, Schwartz, & Gottfried, 2017). The close alignment 
between how participants described “good”/”regular” versus schools that educate 
students receiving special education services in particular, and how policymakers and 
many practitioners describe the most and least desirable settings for educating students 
with IEPs, suggests that participants in this study have internalized the hierarchies 
reflected in how NYCDOE schools are structured and organized.  
 “It’s Just Not the School’s Business” 
 Related to participants’ strong sense of what “regular” schools were supposed to 





of times when they felt their schools had overreached in their roles. Across interviews, 
participants explained that the main purpose of school was to support students 
academically, and participants spoke favorably of rules or policies that seemed most 
directly related to that purpose. However, participants also described times when schools 
enacted policies or practices that did not seem to be directly linked to academics (e.g., 
dress codes or cell phone policies) and expressed ambivalence about these practices. For 
example, one student positively described their school helping students who “looked 
dirty” by letting them wash up and giving them a clean uniform to wear (Student 5). On 
the other hand, participants also described examples of schools overreaching by getting 
involved in areas that are “just not the school’s business” (Student 3), particularly in 
relation to rules and discipline. Participants described evaluating school policies in 
relation to whether the policy was directly related to the school’s “business” of providing 
academic support for an imagined “regular” student, not necessarily in relation to 
whether the practice directly helped or hindered the participant.  
Participants’ arguments that schools’ roles should be limited, particularly in 
relation to rules that did not seem to have direct links to academics, reflects a growing 
body of literature suggesting that zero-tolerance policies, which scrutinize and police 
minor behavioral infractions, such as talking back to a teacher, can be counterproductive 
(e.g., Burt, 2014; Hines-Datiri & Andrews; 2017; Skiba, Arredondo, & Williams, 2014). 
In addition, participants explained that punishments for rule-breaking which interfered 
with academic learning, such as suspensions, were unfair and harmful to them. This 
finding builds upon Gregory, Skiba and Noguera’s (2010) argument that exclusionary 





amount of instruction made available to students. This finding also helps explain research 
that suggests exclusionary disciplinary policies create negative school climates, since 
participants in this study described being frustrated by policies that seemed to detract 
from schools’ central function of promoting academic achievement.  
One participant argued that school rules should only be related to doing academic 
work. This student explained that the rules at their school included, “No chewing gum. 
Even though most of us still do that. No hoodies in the classroom. Can’t wear 
sweaters…can’t have your cellphone, not allowed to. Can’t, um, be on your phone while 
you’re in class” and no “headphones in our ears” (Student 6). When asked what they 
thought of those rules, this participant explained, “most of that is stupid—I say. Because, 
really, if I’m doing my work?” then the rules do not make sense. This student introduces 
the idea of whether or not students are doing academic work as the central question that 
schools should be asking, and then argues that students who are doing work should not be 
saddled with peripheral rules. This participant also explained that rules should protect 
other students’ ability to do academic work, noting that if they listened to music on 
headphones while working, they would “make sure it’s not too loud.”  
 Another participant explained that the school’s “business” was only to help 
students complete academic work and that, as a result, there should only be consequences 
for unfinished work or missing classes. For example, this participant said that it was 
unfair of the school to suspend them when they came to school under the influence of 
drugs, “Cause, I’m still coming to school. At the end of the day…it’s just not the school’s 
business. It just should—leave me be” (Student 3). This participant explained that 





whether to address student behavior, and that the school overreached in suspending them 
frequently, particularly because this student “noticed that I missed a lot of schoolwork 
within the—these past three years that past. I wish I was going to school.” Although the 
school probably linked students coming to school high with students’ academic 
performance, this connection was not clear to the student. In addition, the school’s 
response, suspending the student, clearly interfered with the student’s ability to learn, 
which delegitimized the both the rule and the school’s response to the student. At a 
charter school they had attended, the majority of students had been suspended at least 
once during the year the student was in attendance. This student argued that it would be 
better for the school to focus on consequences for when students did not complete their 
academic work, specifically: “You gotta make up that class.”  
Other participants also argued that consequences of breaking rules were unfair 
when those consequences interfered with academic work. For example, one student 
explained that the school was too strict in its enforcement of the lateness policy, in ways 
that interfered with students’ ability to do well in their classes. They explained that 
students are expected to arrive at school by 8:20 or face consequences for being late: 
“You come in latest is 8:20? That means you still early, but anything after 8:20? I mean, 
8:21, like, I came in like 8:21. Anything after that? You're considered late” (Student 6). 
The student here expresses their disbelief at how strictly the school differentiates between 
8:20, which is “still early” and 8:21, which is already “late.” This school required 
students who were late to wait in the in-school suspension room until the next period 





period whenever they came to school later than 8:20, which meant that students missed 
the entire class regardless of whether they arrived at 8:21 or 9:00.   
These student perspectives begin to explain why an overabundance of rules and 
zero-tolerance policies are not helpful for many students (e.g,, Achilles et al., 2007; 
Skiba, 2002). Although some of the rules that participants pushed back on, such as not 
coming to school “high” or coming to class on time, were probably intended to maximize 
learning time, when participants did not see a strong enough connection between the rule 
and the academic mission of the school, participants categorized the rule as unfair. This 
perception of unfairness was heightened when consequences for breaking these rules 
directly interfered with students’ opportunities to learn, such as when students were 
removed from class.  
“Be the Best Teacher You Can Be!” – The Role of Adults at School 
All participants in this study explained that accepting guidance from school staff 
(i.e., teachers, paraprofessionals, counselors, and deans) was, or could be, helpful to them 
at school. Just as participants argued that the main purpose of schools is to promote 
academic achievement, participants also argued that all school staff’s primary role should 
be supporting students’ academic growth. When school staff tried to support students in 
nonacademic matters, three students described at least some of those examples as 
overreaching overreaching.  
However, five of the six participants also explained that, under particular 
circumstances, adults at school could and did earn the right to expand their default roles 
to include nonacademic support, including advising students about their behavior at 





inherently limited role (i.e., academic support) on the one hand, and particular adults who 
needed to be providers of academic support but could also occupy additional roles. 
Specifically, as I describe further in this section, school staff had to: 1) establish their 
willingness and ability to provide academic support; and 2) develop personal 
relationships with students in order to advise and guide students on nonacademic matters. 
Although many researchers and educators emphasize the importance of caring 
relationships between adults and students at school (e.g., Gay, 2010), it is worth 
emphasizing that participants in this study described academic support as the most 
important and acceptable element of school staff’s care.  
School Staff Should Focus Primarily on Academic Support 
When presenting and explaining how adults helped them at school, participants all 
foregrounded academic assistance and expressed appreciation for staff who supported 
students’ academic growth. For example, one participant said that the best thing about 
their school was “the teachers. They support us” (Student 1). This student further 
described teachers’ support as, “they make sure you understand it,” emphasizing 
academic support. In describing advice to a hypothetical new student, this participant said 
the student should, “just work your hardest…because they’ve got high expectations. 
That’s it.” This student, like other participants, described expecting teachers to lay out 
academic expectations and make sure students understand the academic work.  
Three participants also credited teachers with promoting their academic growth by 
making subjects they normally did not like more interesting. For these participants, their 
teachers’ roles were not just to explain academic concepts but also to make academic 





reflect research suggesting that student engagement is a strong influence on academic 
performance (Smalls et al., 2007). For example, one participant said that their favorite 
class was math, then clarified: “I liked it when [a particular teacher] was here. [She] 
made it, like, fun. Like, I hate math. But she made it fun for me” (Student 5). Although 
this student claimed to “hate math,” this student credited a favorite teacher with making 
math “fun” so that this student was motivated to work hard and pass the Algebra I 
Regents. 
Most participants described appreciating teachers who took the initiative to offer 
academic support to students who might be reticent about asking for it. For example, one 
participant explained that a favorite science teacher gave them “extra help” and 
explained, “At first, she was coming to me, and then that’s when I—I started taking the 
help and then I started asking her” (Student 3). Once this student saw that the teacher was 
willing and able to help them academically, this student began making an effort to “get 
there [to school] a little bit earlier, just in case I got a test.” When asked for a particular 
example of a time this teacher helped this student out, the participant said that they had 
been running behind on a science fair project, “and one morning, she [the teacher]—she 
had half of the project ready for me. Like, she did half of it already. I just needed to do 
the other half.” This teacher created conditions that encouraged the student to complete 
some of the work on the project instead of simply giving the student a failing grade and 
having the student complete no work. 
However, one participant argued that teachers could offer too much academic 
support, explaining, “I don’t like asking for help. I like knowing stuff on my own…It’s 





want to take it. You want to figure it out for yourself…Take the easy way? I like to take 
the hard way” (Student 6). This student takes prides in taking “the hard way” and also 
compares the satisfaction of solving a math problem without help to winning a game 
without needing hints. Providing students with the right level of academic support is 
complex, so teachers can provide options for when and how students can access varying 
types and levels of academic support.  
Some participants further spoke negatively about school staff who seemed to 
prioritize managing students’ behavior over academic support. Although researchers and 
teachers generally see student learning as the end goal of behavior management (Wolff, 
Jarodzka, & Boshuizen, 2017), participants in this study described not always seeing a 
clear link between staff addressing student behavior and academic achievement. When 
participants did not see a clear link to academic support, participants described behavioral 
support as overreaching. For example, one student spoke negatively about teachers who 
spent time in class handling behavioral problems, since that time detracted from 
academic support. When asked what advice they would give a new teacher at their 
school, that participant said, “don’t listen to what the kids say! I mean, you’re the 
teacher…just focus, you know? Be a teacher! Be the best teacher you can be” (Student 
2). This participant’s advice to “Be a teacher!” suggests a definitive and clear role for the 
teacher, even though this participant does not fully define that role. However, one 
important aspect of “being a teacher” is not “listen[ing] to what the kids say” in situations 
like this one, where students are making distracting or disrespectful comments that 
detract from the academic goals of the class. Instead, teachers should “focus” on teaching 





Without exception, participants spoke positively of teachers offering academic 
support, and explained that academic support was the most important part of teachers’ 
roles, although students varied somewhat in how they conceptualized the right academic 
supports. This finding builds upon research suggesting that promoting students’ learning 
and academic growth is always the most important purpose of teachers; that purpose 
should not be lost or obscured when also pursuing other worthwhile goals such as 
teaching for social justice (e.g., Cochran-Smith et al., 2009) or developing students’ 
cultural competence (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 1995; 2014).  
Nonacademic Support – When It Is and Is Not Well Received 
Although participants all agreed that adults at school should focus primarily on 
academic support, participants expressed complex and occasionally contradictory 
perspectives about school staff trying to support students in nonacademic matters, 
including attempts to give behavioral support or offer personal advice. Four of the six 
participants explained that they accepted nonacademic guidance from adults who also 
supported them academically, particularly when those adults also had personal 
relationships with students. These adults might engage in “positive harassment” (Duncan-
Andrade, 2009), or persistent insistence that students be their best selves, including 
academic achievement but also behavioral and moral standards. Otherwise, three of the 
six participants described rejecting nonacademic guidance from adults who did not 
already support students academically and develop personal relationships with students. 
Duncan-Andrade’s use of the term “positive harassment” acknowledges the overlap in 
many behaviors between actions that students view in a “positive” light versus those that 





distinction between adults’ behaviors being seen positively versus negatively included the 
existence of a trusting relationship between the adult and students, as well as adults 
making clear connections between what they asked students to do and benefits to the 
student, rather than the adult.  
One student explained that school staff who supported students academically had 
credibility when advising students about behavior. This participant described favorite 
teachers as those who “don’t take crap from the students, but also they’ll help you 
complete stuff” (Student 6). Because these favorite adults helped the student with 
academic work, this participant accepted their strict behavioral expectations as relevant to 
getting schoolwork done.  
Another student, similarly said that they appreciated nonacademic guidance from 
teachers who also supported them academically. One teacher was their favorite because 
“he just helps with math and stuff. Like, and if you have any problems” (Student 1). The 
academic guidance was presented first, but then the student also expressed appreciating 
this teacher’s help with “any” problems. When asked what advice they would give a new 
teacher at their school, this student also suggested that teachers should also go beyond 
supporting students academically. This participant said that they would tell a new teacher, 
“try to be out there, just to be out there with your students…go farther each day” with 
“everything.” Although this participant foregrounds the academic support they received, 
they also appreciate teachers who help with “everything” else as well.  
On the other hand, one participant explained that they did not accept a least 
favorite teacher’s attempt to regulate the student’s behavior because this teacher did not 





least favorite teacher as a “snitch,” explaining, “If I’m disrupting her class…she texts my 
family member at that moment. Or she gonna tell the principal” (Student 3). This student 
explained that “I stopped going to her class. And I stopped doing work in her class” 
because that teacher “snitched for everything,” further emphasizing that the “snitching” 
“was just the main reason” they stopped attending class. This student acknowledged 
“disrupting her class,” so the disagreement was not about what happened. Instead, the 
student explained that they disliked how the teacher responded without speaking directly 
to the student. Although the teacher may have been trying to foster strong home-school 
connections by keeping the family alerted to the student’s performance, this student 
described the teacher’s behavior as a missed opportunity to solve problems directly with 
this student. 
Another participant explained how they interpreted virtually identical 
nonacademic guidance differently when it came from different teachers who did or did 
not have relationships with this student. In describing favorite teachers, this student 
explained that, “say, like you trying to be a thug, you acting like a th--they gonna let you 
know, listen, you ain't no thug. You ain't none of this, cause you really about that. You 
gonna do this, or whatnot. I say yeah” (Student 6). Here, this participant describes 
appreciating and following advice (“I say yeah”) on how to act and behave from teachers 
who tell them, “you ain’t no thug” but, instead, are “really about” doing well at school. 
However, this participant later describes their least favorite teachers similarly, saying “I 
don’t like when teachers act tough and then trying—trying to say yo, you not a thug.” 
This assertion that the student is not really a “thug” takes on various meanings from 





do not appreciate this advice because, “you don’t know what I been through. You don’t 
know about my life, my past.” Without knowing the student, teachers’ assertions that the 
student is not a thug seem empty, or even like a threat (“act[ing] tough”).   
  Participants’ descriptions of when and why they accepted school staff’s 
nonacademic guidance builds upon research suggesting that strong, trusting relationships 
between students and staff are necessary for providing behavioral support to adolescent 
students (e.g., Gregory & Ripski, 2008). These trusting relationships form the basis of 
school staff’s authority when providing nonacademic guidance, which participants 
considered to be otherwise outside the scope of school staff’s roles and responsibilities. 
In addition, research suggests engaging instruction by itself can reduce the amount of 
time school staff spends on addressing student behavior (e.g., McIntosh, Girvan, Horner, 
Smolkowski, & Sugai, 2018). This study further suggests that the trust, consistency, and 
credibility that adults establish by supporting students academically facilitates school 
staff’s conversations about nonacademic matters.   
“I Try Not to be Distracted by Other People”: Ambivalence About Peers 
 In contrast with their descriptions of adults, participants expressed ambivalence 
about peers’ abilities to help and hinder them at school. Five of the six participants 
described at least some of their peers as harmful distractions from academic success. 
Specifically, four of the six participants argued that other students with IEPs might hinder 
them at school. In addition, five of the six participants talked about a “type of kids” 
(Student 2) who got into trouble, and differentiated that “type” of students, whom I call 
troublemakers, from other students, including students who occasionally got into trouble 





in which peers helped them at school, suggesting that peer relationships can actually 
support students as well.  
 In presenting and explaining how peers helped or hindered them, participants 
presented the idea that there are categories, or types, of students, then positioned 
themselves and other students within those categories. Researchers have suggested that 
an important function of schools is to hierarchically categorize students through a variety 
of school practices, such as how teachers respond to different student behaviors (e.g., 
Davies, 1989; Hacking, 2007; Youdell, 2006). Participants in this study explicitly 
referred to two categories of students: students with disabilities and “the type of kids to 
just start trouble.” These categories were implicitly defined in relation to “normal” 
students. One feature of the category “normal students” is that it is defined primarily in 
opposition to other categories, but not explicitly named or interrogated (e.g., Baglieri et 
al., 2011; Ferri, 2009). However, across these interviews, participants suggested that 
“normal” students do not have IEPs, and are not troublemakers. Participants suggested 
that these categories were hierarchical, with “normal” students on top. In addition, 
participants alluded to hierarchies within categories. For example, one student explained 
that their D75 school enrolled students who participated in the New York State Alternate 
Assessment (NYSAA) and students who took standardized tests; this participant 
suggested that students who took standardized tests were on top of students who 
participated in NYSAA (Student 5).  
In presenting and explaining how peers helped and hindered them at school, 
participants also reflected a common assumption that peers’ influences are more likely to 





ways in which their peers supported them academically, reflecting research that shows 
the many ways in which adolescent students can support each other at school (e.g., 
Knight & Marciano, 2013), even when schools do not explicitly encourage such support 
(e.g., Villalpondo & Solarzano, 2005). This section will describe three subthemes: 1) 
peers as distractions and resources; 2) students with IEPs versus other students (with and 
without IEPs); and 3) troublemakers versus students who get into trouble.  
Peer Relationships as Distractions and Resources 
The majority of participants presented at least some of their peers as potentially 
harmful distractions at school, likely to hinder students in completing schoolwork. For 
example, one participant who attended a D75 school said that they “try not to be 
distracted by other people,” explaining that, “I focus on myself. So I can get outta here 
and graduate. I don’t pay attention to nobody else” (Student 4). This participant did not 
describe their peers as helpful at all.  
However, most participants complicated the idea that peers could not contribute 
anything valuable. For example, one participant said they would advise other students to, 
“Just stick to yourself. Focus on school” (Student 2) in order to be successful. 
Nevertheless, this participant also described enjoying time at a community school 
because their friends attended that school. This participant explained that the community 
school, “was cool. It was like, you know, people I knew from my neighborhood. So it 
was--I was--it was cool. I liked being there.” This participant presents peers as a potential 
distraction, but also as something that made school more enjoyable. 
Some participants went further and attributed going to school (or not) to having 





as an incentive to attend school. For example, one participant explained that, “when they 
first put me [at a D75 school], and I first came here, I didn't know nobody, so I was 
cuttin' school, like, the first two weeks” (Student 5). This participant later made friends 
and enjoyed school, and explicitly connected having positive peer relationships to 
increased attendance. This participant made this association despite also explaining that 
students were placed in that D75 school because of their (bad) “attitudes.”  
Another student also described peers as motivation to attend school. This 
participant contrasted two of the schools they had attended over time, saying that one 
community school was “fun” and “lit” because it “had a lot of people I knew” from their 
neighborhood (Student 3). However, when they transferred to a charter school, they “just 
never went” because they “coulda made friends” but did not. This participant explained 
that kids in the newer school were “not from where I'm from. They were just different…I 
can't explain it. They was just different.” This participant had repeatedly argued that the 
second school was a good school, but also acknowledged that they never actually 
attended the second school. Not having friends from the neighborhood contributed to 
school being an unappealing place for this participant, and hindered this student’s 
academic success.   
 Participants’ complex and contradictory descriptions of their peers as both 
distractions and resources reflect both the common assumption that success in urban 
schools must come at the expense of peer relationships, as well as the increased 
awareness that peer relationships promote academic success rather than hinder it (Knight 
& Marciano, 2013). As NYC students increasingly attend schools outside of their 





schools where they do not yet have friends. Participants in this study described starting a 
new school where they did not have strong social support as so difficult that two avoided 
going to school entirely (Students 3 and 5). A third student who had described avoiding 
peers did not make this link themself, but adults who knew the student noted that this 
participant had very erratic attendance at school, which may have been the cause and/or 
the effect of lacking social connections (Student 4).  
Students with IEPs versus Other Students 
Although all participants in this study had received some sort of special education 
services, the four participants who spoke most explicitly about their experiences with 
special education frequently differentiated and distanced themselves from other students 
who were receiving special education services. Participants tried to demonstrate that they 
were similar to “normal” students, despite having IEPs. This desire to distance 
themselves from their peers may have contributed to the fraught peer relationships 
described in the previous section. Participants’ wariness toward peers with IEPs reflects a 
common assumption that peers without IEPs are the “gold standard” for friendships; 
unfortunately, this assumption ignores ways in which friendships with peers who also 
have IEPs can help students receiving special education services navigate the stigma of 
having a disability label and connect with others across shared experiences (Salmon, 
2013). 
One student attempted to differentiate themself from peers at a D75 school by 
explaining that the participant had previously attended a selective community school. 
When I asked why they had chosen to go to the selective school, this participant clarified, 





the other hand, this participant said that they had been forced to attend a D75 school 
because, “I got kicked out [of the previous school]. For fighting.” This participant 
described school placements as reflections on student worth (“I was good”) and behavior 
(having “good grades” or “fighting”) rather than as places that were designed to develop 
student strengths and meet their needs. As a result, this participant expressed wariness of 
other students at the D75 school, explaining that it was important to: “Not associate with 
people. Not get distracted. Just get my work done” in order to graduate.  
Another participant who attended a co-located D75 school introduced, and then 
immediately pushed back on the idea that students at that D75 school were different from 
other students in the building. This participant explained that students who attended other 
schools in the building, “think that, cause we in here, it’s—that means that we crazy, or 
we slow or something” (Student 5), reflecting ableist assumptions about what it means to 
attend a D75 school, and stigma associated with receiving special education services. 
This participant pushes back on this stigma, explaining, “But that don’t mean that, that 
just means that we just learn, I mean, not really learn different, we just…some people 
probably learn different” (Student 5). Here, the student begins to push back on the idea 
that to “learn different” means to be “slow,” reflecting a DS critique of the assumption 
that differences in how people learn are necessarily deficits (Gallagher, 2004). This 
participant also seemed to realize that “different” is not viewed positively, as they quickly 
explained that students at their school do “not really learn different,” and that that 
description only applies to “some people.”  
This participant further introduced the idea that there is a hierarchy of students 





explained, “it’s kids with disability on this floor, but, that’s that side—this this side. And 
this side is not the same as that side” (Student 5). In this euphemistic way, this student 
described the school’s practice of keeping students who took NYSAA on one side of the 
school, while students who took standardized assessments were located on the other side 
of the school. This participant argued that while all students at the school were “kids with 
disability,” the participant did not wish to be confused with students who did not take 
standardized assessments, since those students are considered to have the most severe 
cognitive impairments.  
Similarly, another student differentiated themself from peers with IEPs at a 
previous school that educated all students with IEPs in integrated co-taught classrooms 
with students without IEPs. When I asked that student for their opinion on this practice, 
they explained, “sometimes I get frustrated with the kids that do have a IEP, because they 
kind of slow up the work. But then I understand, because I did have an IEP” (Student 3). 
Their initial response was to differentiate and blame the students with IEPs for slowing 
up the work. However, upon immediate reflection, the participant also noted that they did 
understand having an IEP because they had one as well. Nevertheless, this participant’s 
initial response may have represented a default assumption that students with IEPs are 
responsible for problems within the classroom. 
 “The Type of Kids to Just Start Trouble” 
 In presenting and explaining how peers served as both distractions and resources, 
participants also differentiated between a “type of kids” who gets into trouble, or 
troublemakers, and students who happened to get into trouble but were not necessarily 





perceived troublemakers, and expressed a desire to distance themselves from these 
students This differentiation occasionally seemed helpful to students, who did not 
consider themselves to be the “type of kids” to cause trouble, even when they got into 
trouble. Again, though, this distinction between troublemakers and students who 
occasionally got into trouble may have contributed to participants viewing some peers 
with suspicion. In particular, two participants equated attendance at a D75 with “getting 
kicked out” of other schools (Students 4 and 5), and one described peers at a D75 school 
as there because of their “attitudes” (Student 5). This conflation of being a troublemaker 
with attending a D75 school may have further isolated students at those schools.  
One participant explained that school staff contributed to their understanding that 
some students were the “type of kids to just start trouble,” while other students were not 
that “type,” even if those students got into trouble occasionally. This student explained: 
“Everybody was cool with me, cause even when I was like, bad and I got suspended, they 
were cool with me because they knew I wasn’t, like, the type of kids to just start trouble 
or something. Like, why you up here? You know you not supposed to be here” (Student 
2). This student acknowledged having gotten into trouble and getting suspended, but 
asserted that they were not a troublemaking “type” of student. This participant described 
finding these two categories of students helpful, particularly because this student was 
positioned, and positioned themself, as someone who was not a troublemaker, even when 
they did get into trouble.   
However, this participant still viewed some other students as troublemakers. For 
example, the participant said that one way they would improve their school would be to 





“fights that happened” around the two schools (Student 2). This participant suggested that 
students at the suspension site were troublemakers, and different from this participant, 
even though this participant had also been suspended “probably like five times.” This 
participant did not seem to consider where the suspension school should be located, or 
who should support those students.  
 Another participant also differentiated between students at their D75 school who 
were troublemakers and those who were not, but suggested that the dividing line between 
troublemakers and other students was more porous. This participant explained, “this is a 
great school. It's just, you gonna be dealing with a whole bunch a different kids and the 
different attitudes” (Student 5), suggesting that some kids would give teachers a hard 
time. When asked what advice they would give a new teacher at the school, this 
participant said, “you can't be, like, soft on them, cause they gonna wanna push over on 
you. Cause they think, cause they here they got--you know, they being labeled as this, so 
they gonna act like that. No, you not gonna.” This participant complicated the idea that 
“different kids” have “different attitudes,” noting that many students at this school were 
struggling with being labeled. As a result, this participant suggested that firm and 
empathetic teacher intervention could turn bad behavior into more positive behavior 
(“you not gonna” act like that).   
 A third student wrestled with answering the question “What are the kids [at your 
school] like?” At first, the participant described peers as, “athletic, energetic, reckless, 
stupid” (Student 6), introducing a range of positive and negative descriptions. When 
asked to elaborate, this student explained, “They like to do dumb stuff…hey, let’s go 





statement saying “Got some kids like that, but, not all.” This participant qualified the 
negative descriptions by limiting them to “some kids.” This qualification also introduced 
the idea that there are different types of students at this school, representing a hierarchy 
with “some kids” who “do dumb stuff” positioned as “reckless” and even “stupid”  
Summary 
 Across interviews, participants expressed complex and occasionally contradictory 
evaluations of their schools, differentiating between how particular policies and practices 
should and did affect them. Participants evaluated schools, school staff, and peers in 
relation to how closely those schools, staff, and peers reflected participants’ ideas about 
what “regular” schools, teachers, and students are supposed to do. This hierarchy reflects 
common assumptions that “normal,” or “regular” schools and students are actually ideal, 
and that deviations from this norm represent academic, social, and behavioral 
deficiencies. However, as participants in this study suggest, just because particular school 
practices, such as suspensions, are “regular,” normal, or common, does not mean those 
practices are ideal for everyone or anyone. The idealization of “regular” schools and 
students may obscure opportunities for critique and improvement. 
Disability Studies acknowledges that diversity is normal, and that differences 
among schools or individuals do not need to be reframed as deficits or disabilities; 
reframing difference as disability is, ultimately, a social and political act (e.g., Baynton, 
2001; Collins, 2013). Advocates of inclusive education argue that general education must 
change and adapt to fit all students rather than simply physically locating students with 
IEPs in the same physical places as their peers without IEPs (Naraian, 2013). For 





norm…human differences are expected, and…the curriculum assumes diversity and 
pluralism as starting points” (p. 202). This stance represents a radical departure from the 
stance that is often taken up by schools, and that many participants in this study seem to 




















VI – CONCLUSION 
 The juvenile justice system and special education system have complicated, 
interrelated histories and goals in the United States. Specifically, both seek to transform 
the behaviors of some children and young people through isolation and treatment (e.g. 
Richardson, 1994). In this study, two young people indirectly acknowledged this 
intertwined history when they explained that they attended special District 75 (D75) high 
schools because they had been “kicked out” of community schools for fighting. These 
students viewed their involvement with special education as punishment and removal 
rather than as support. 
 Disability has been, and continues to be, used as a persistent justification for 
unequal treatment in schools and in society at large (Baynton, 2001). When children are 
referred for special education services, an individualized education plan (IEP) team meets 
to determine whether a child is entitled to be educated with her/his peers or not, and how 
much of the general education curriculum the child will cover that year, among other 
things. This process assumes that the general education environment and curriculum are 
ideal, but that not everyone is entitled to be educated in this environment, nor given full 
access to the general curriculum, even in general classes. Participants reflected these 
assumptions when they introduced the idea of “regular” schools and suggested that 
“regular” schools were best.  
 However, the general education environment and curriculum are not perfect, 





such as expecting all students to move through standardized curricula at the same rate and 
demonstrate their learning through the same standardized tests, narrows learning 
opportunities available to all students and disables some (e.g., Baker, 2002; Brantlinger, 
2006; Valle & Connor, 2011). In addition, these general education practices privilege 
cultural norms of White, middle class, Christian, suburban, gender-conforming, 
heterosexual children and exclude and disable others (e.g. Abu El-Haj, 2012; Blanchett, 
2006; Blumenfeld, 2006; Kosciw et al., 2013; Lareau, 2011; Milner, 2014; Reid & 
Knight, 2006). Nevertheless, mismatches between children and schools are frequently 
blamed on children (Deschennes, Cuban, & Tyack, 2001). When schools do not fit some 
children, the IEP process formalizes and legitimizes the decision to exclude those 
children from general education classrooms, and to teach them less.   
 Young people in this study drew upon dominant discourses around the superiority 
of “normal” or “regular” students and schools (i.e. students without disabilities attending 
community schools) to present and explain what helped and hindered them at school. 
These explanations of their educational experiences suggest that special education 
continues to be unequal. Although some argue that the purpose of special education is to 
be different from and better than general education (e.g., Fuchs et al., 2014; Kauffman & 
Badar, 2014), participants in this study did not describe special education as different in 
ways they found helpful or desirable. In addition, participants described their peers with 
individualized education plans (IEPs), and occasionally themselves, as inferior to 
“regular” students who were not receiving special education services.  
 Rather than blaming individual students for mismatches between students and 





connected to student outcomes, meaning that educators should not assume that negative 
outcomes, such as arrest, are the fault of young people with IEPs. The term “school-to-
prison pipeline” (STPP) refers to school-level factors that seem to push young people out 
of schools and into prisons. Using DS as the overarching theoretical framework, this 
study examined those school-level factors. Disability Studies rejects the idea that 
“normal” or “regular” ways of doing things are inherently and necessarily better, and that 
differences are always deficits. Instead, DS considers disability to be a social 
construction, and looks for ways in which the environment enables and disables 
individuals. Schools are particular types of environments that can enable and disable the 
students who learn within them (Valle & Connor, 2011).  
 In order to better understand the relationship between special education and the 
STPP, the previous two chapters have examined 1) Which school-level factors predict 
arrest for young people who have received special educational services?; and 2) How do 
young people who have received special education services and been arrested present and 
explain these and other educational experiences that help or hinder them at school? This 
chapter now addresses my third research question: where do the answers to these two 
questions converge and diverge? Finally, this concluding chapter considers implications 
for policy, practice, and future research.   
Looking Across Quantitative and Qualitative Findings 
 Quantitative and qualitative data sources and methods provide different 
information about the relationship between special education and arrest. Specifically, the 
quantitative strand of this study used regression analysis to describe average relationships 





and high schools in New York City (NYC). The qualitative strand of this study offered a 
rich, thick description (Geertz, 1973) of how six high school students present the 
particularities of their own experiences with special education and the school-to-prison 
pipeline (STPP). I do not use quantitative and qualitative methods primarily for 
triangulation, which generally relies only on convergent findings across methods and data 
sources (Marshall & Rossman, 2011). Instead, as I explained further in Chapter 3, I use 
mixed methods to explore a complex problem from many angles in order to see multiple 
facets of this problem (Calfee & Sperling, 2010).  
 When there is convergence between the quantitative and qualitative findings, the 
quantitative findings can suggest the scope of a problem, while the qualitative findings 
suggest how and why particular school-level factors might help or hinder young people 
receiving special education services. Divergent findings across the qualitative and 
quantitative strands of this study can address heterogeneity of effects across large-scale 
systems, such as an urban district or even a single school. Young people have different 
experiences with schools and special education resulting from many factors, such as their 
race, gender, particular disability classification, sexual orientation, language spoken, and 
social class. In addition, each student has his or her own particular strengths, interests, 
and motivations for engaging with different aspects of their school experiences. 
Divergent findings can also suggest problems with how complex ideas are 
operationalized in quantitative research, such as when test scores are used as a proxy for 





Areas of Convergence 
 This section addresses three areas of convergence between the quantitative and 
qualitative findings: 1) the relationship between student absences and arrest; 2) the 
relationship between suspensions and arrest; and 3) the relationships between 
standardized tests and arrest. 
 The relationship between attendance and arrest. Regression analysis suggested 
that the average number of days students were absent in one year in New York City 
(NYC) secondary schools significantly predicted an increased likelihood that students 
with IEPs at that school had been arrested that year. In interviews, two students talked 
about cutting school, or cutting individual classes, and noted that missing class made 
academic success in that class extremely difficult. In addition, both students connected 
cutting school to a lack of relationships between that student and their teachers and peers, 
suggesting that cutting may be a symptom of other problems as well as a cause. In 
schools with high absence rates, even a student who does attend school regularly may 
find it difficult to make friends with peers whose presences are irregular and 
unpredictable. Although the quantitative data do not indicate whether individuals with 
high absence rates were the ones most likely to be arrested, interviews suggested that 
high schoolwide absence rates may negatively affect some students by making it difficult 
to form and maintain relationships among a transient student body. In addition, this 
finding builds upon a body of existing research correlating truancy with a variety of 
negative outcomes, such as leaving school before graduation, and linking truancy with 
the STPP (Rocque et al., 2017).  
 NYC has implemented several initiatives to increase student attendance in 





court (Glaberson, 2010). However, these approaches do not necessarily address the ways 
in which participants in this study described how missing school becomes a vicious 
circle, in which days absent lead to falling behind in work and a lack of friends, while 
feeling overwhelmed by missing schoolwork and not having friends served as 
disincentives to coming back to school. Participants in this study described being more 
motivated to come to school when there were people at school whom participants looked 
forward to seeing. 
 One participant even described a way in which their school’s initiative to increase 
learning time had the opposite effect on them; this participant explained that their charter 
school’s extended day was too long and tiring, so the participant said that they either left 
the school at lunch or avoided going altogether. This school’s website advertises “more 
time to learn” through both extended school days and an extended school year, noting 
that students who attended the charter school from kindergarten through twelfth grade 
would have been exposed to six more years of “additional educational time” than 
students in traditional public schools. However, for at least one student, the extended 
days were counterproductive, leading to less instructional time as this participant simply 
avoided school. This participant explained that the school day “was just too long—I 
didn’t want to be in school for that long…[the school] start at 8 and they end at 4. I 
wasn’t staying there all day. So I would just go in the morning, and leave early, or I just 
don’t go” (Student 2). This student suggested that, instead, “They could change the time 
from 8 to like 1 o’clock, 12:30 or something. Yeah. Other than that? That’s it. That’s the 
only problem I really have with this school.” I discuss the implications of this and other 





 The relationship between suspension and arrest. Quantitative models in this 
study suggested that the total percent of students in a school who have been suspended 
significantly increases the likelihood that a school will have students with IEPs who have 
been arrested. This result builds upon existing research suggesting that suspensions and 
expulsions are common but counterproductive responses to student misbehavior (e.g., 
Fabelo et al., 2011) that increase student misbehavior (Achilles et al., 2007; Skiba, 2002) 
and decrease the amount of instructional time made available to young people (Gregory, 
Skiba, & Noguera, 2010). In addition, suspensions perpetuate inequitable opportunities 
offered to students based on race; Black students are disproportionately more likely to 
experience exclusionary punishments despite not exhibiting more or more severe 
behavioral infractions, meaning that Black students are given fewer opportunities to learn 
in school (e.g., Rocque & Paternoster, 2011).  
 Across interviews, every student named suspensions first as the response to 
students breaking school rules. This study cannot establish a specific causal link between 
suspensions and arrest; however, this study does suggest that suspensions interfered with 
participants’ abilities to complete academic work and to form and maintain relationships 
with peers and adults at school. Although most students initially described suspensions as 
a fair response to student misbehavior, participants also noted that suspensions took 
students out of the classroom, making it difficult to complete work. In addition, 
suspensions contributed to two participants describing a lack of trust between themselves 
and their teachers. Participants described valuing adults who took time to get to know 
students and advise them based on the particular challenges which students might be 





administrators and families, rather than direct problem solving between adults and young 
people. 
 Because participants all suggested that schools’ main purpose is to provide 
academic support to students, participants described rejecting rules that did not seem to 
be explicitly connected to academic achievement. Further, participants suggested 
alternatives to exclusionary punishments, such as suspensions, that detracted from 
completing schoolwork. For example, one student suggested that an alternative to getting 
suspended for cutting class might be to make up missing work.  
 The relationship between standardized tests and arrest. One surprising result 
in statistical models was that schools with higher percentages of students passing English 
language arts (ELA) standardized tests were also more likely to be schools where 
students with IEPs had been arrested. A less surprising quantitative finding was that 
schools with higher percentages of students passing math standardized tests were less 
likely to be schools where students with IEPs had been arrested. Although standardized 
tests are often used as proxies for academic rigor in quantitative research, standardized 
tests have also been criticized for being racially biased (e.g., Au, 2013; Hood, 1998; 
Nelson-Barber & Trumbull, 2007) and for having unintended consequences, such as 
pushing low-performing students out of school before graduation (e.g., Horn, 2003). As a 
result, high test scores may reflect schools “gaming the system,” such as by excluding 
low-performing students, rather than a rigorous and engaging curriculum (Amrein-
Beardsley, 2009). These efforts to game the system may explain the relationship between 





needed. This study certainly suggests that the relationship between standardized tests 
scores and arrest is complex.  
 Participants also differentiated between math and ELA in talking about school, so 
it is possible that this surprising finding is related to differences between the math and 
ELA curricula in some NYC public schools. Three participants named math as their 
favorite subject; none named ELA. Three participants further said that they did not like 
reading and/or writing, which are two common activities in ELA courses. In addition, test 
pass rates were calculated using all students in a particular school who took a test, not 
only students with IEPs. The surprising finding about ELA scores may represent 
disparate opportunities offered to students with and without IEPs.  
 Another important distinction between Math and ELA tests is that the high school 
ELA test, the English Regents, is generally taken in 11th grade, while the high school 
math test used in this study, the Algebra 1 Regents, is generally taken in 9th or even 8th 
grade. New York State offers other high school math exams as well, such as Algebra 2 
and Geometry, but only students who are doing very well in math, or who attend 
particularly rigorous schools, take these optional math exams, making it difficult to 
interpret and compare schools. As a result, this study only used Algebra 1 scores for high 
school math, since almost all students take them (unless those students attend one of the 
28 consortium schools that are exempt, or the students participate in the New York State 
Alternate Assessment as indicated on their IEPs). Almost all students take the Algebra 1 
Regents at least once; however, by 11th grade, students are old enough to drop out, 





Areas of Divergence 
 This section addresses two areas of divergence between quantitative and 
qualitative findings: 1) the relationship between school climate survey scores and arrest; 
and 2) the relationship between school age and arrest. These divergent findings both 
warrant future research, as described further in the implications section. 
 The relationship between school climate and arrest. Another surprising 
quantitative finding was that higher average school climate survey scores on questions 
related to student engagement predicted an increased likelihood that students with IEPs at 
that school will have been arrested. Across interviews, on the other hand, the majority (5) 
of participants described valuing teachers who made classes fun and engaging (with the 
exception of one student who named getting “respect” from teachers as most helpful).  
 Based on existing research, it is unlikely that increased engagement among 
students leads to arrest, since increased engagement has been correlated primarily with 
positive outcomes, such as academic performance (Smalls et al., 2007), while decreased 
engagement has been correlated with negative outcomes such as skipping school (Fallis 
& Opotow, 2003) and being pushed out of school (Christle, Jolivette, & Nelson, 2007; 
Smyth, 2007). One possible reason that school climate scores on questions related to 
student engagement may predict an increased likelihood that students with IEPs at that 
school will have been arrested may be that students with and without IEPs at many 
schools are offered different educational experiences and opportunities; for example, 
students with IEPs may be tracked into separate classes that are less engaging than what 
is offered to students without IEPs.  
 The relationship between school age and arrest. Quantitative findings suggest 





federal and district policies led to many schools being closed and replaced, as described 
further in Chapter 3) are more likely to be schools where students with IEPs have been 
arrested. However, all but two of the schools described in interviews were newer schools 
that had opened since 2001. Between 2000 and 2014, the NYCDOE phased out, or began 
phasing out, 59 high schools that had low test scores, or over one third of the 170 public 
high schools that existed in 1999 (Kemple, 2015). Among public secondary schools in 
NYC represented in this study, the majority (54.7%) have opened since 2001. This 
number does not represent schools that have opened after 2001, but closed before 2013, 
which is the beginning of the academic year for which this study uses data. One 
participant in this study attended a middle school that had both opened and closed since 
2001. In other words, it is unsurprising that most interview participants had attended at 
least one newer school.   
 Regardless, the quantitative model that included school age was a poor overall fit 
for the data, making findings difficult to interpret, even though the school age variable 
was significant. As a result, it is difficult to make a claim about the relationship between 
school age and arrest in NYC based on this study. I discuss possibilities for future 
research related to new and small schools in the implications section. 
Implications 
 Although “regular” schools (i.e. schools that are not primarily intended to serve 
students with disabilities) are often held up as an ideal educational environment, 
including for young people with disabilities (e.g., IDEA, 2004), all schools can improve 
their practices to enhance the educational experiences and outcomes of all students. The 





such as suspensions, as fair and reasonable, even as participants described ways in which 
those “regular” practices interfered with their ability to learn and maintain relationships. 
In addition, participants’ rejection of any school practices that seemed irregular may have 
caused participants to miss out on benefits resulting from, for example, the small class 
sizes that District 75 schools offer. This section offers suggestions for ways in which 
policy and practice might better serve young people receiving special education services, 
and offers areas in need of investigation by future research.  
Considerations for Policy 
 This study raises several issues that can be addressed by policy at the district, city, 
state, and federal levels--I discuss school policies further in the section looking at 
practice. Policy’s influence on practice is complex; research suggests that schools and 
educators may make sense of and enact policies in a variety of complex ways that do not 
always align with the policy’s original goals (Bertrand & Marsh, 2015; Cohen, 1990). 
However, policy can provide conditions which facilitate or hinder various educational 
practices. Because this study does not establish causal links between particular policies 
and getting arrested, the main implications are that these policy areas warrant further 
study in order to better understand the relationship between these policies and an 
increased likelihood of a school being a YesArrest school. This section addresses some of 
the larger policies that relate to significant quantitative predictors of YesArrest schools, 
or to school practices that young people have addressed as being helpful or harmful to 
them and that should be examined further. 
 One larger educational policy which this study addresses is the practice of 





peers without disabilities. Since the first days of mandatory, “common” schooling for 
children in the United States, young people with disabilities have been legally denied 
many of the rights their peers without disabilities enjoy (Richardson, 1994). Young 
people with disabilities could legally be denied any education at all until the Education 
for All Handicapped Children Act was passed in 1975, less than 45 years ago. Today, 
disability remains an acceptable excuse for giving some young people inferior 
educational opportunities, and for accepting inferior outcomes. Court cases have 
persistently limited schools’ legal obligations toward students with IEPs (e.g., Board of 
Education of the Hendrick Hudson Central School District v. Rowley, 1982). In addition, 
policy permits the continued segregation of young people with IEPs if the IEP committee 
determines that the “least restrictive environment” suitable for those young people is a 
segregated setting (IDEA, 2004). Young people in this study represented a range of 
special education placements, from “regular” classrooms to entirely segregated schools. 
However, participants who spoke about special education all addressed the stigma and 
perceived inferiority of the services they received, particularly when those services 
occurred in separate settings.    
 New York City represents an unusual policy context for students with disabilities 
in that it runs an entirely separate district dedicated to educating children with disabilities. 
However, the practice of educating children with disabilities in separate schools is not 
unique. Many larger regions and districts run Boards of Cooperative Education Services 
(BOCES), which function similarly to D75 in that they provide educational services for 
children and young people with disabilities in separate settings (e.g., the Nassau County 





 It was not inevitable that the U.S. would develop two separate educational 
systems, or prepare different sets of teachers, to educate young people with and without 
disabilities. In Finland, for example, teachers and schools are given more autonomy and 
flexibility to help any student who needs it, when that student needs it, without going 
through a formal bureaucratic labeling process or separating those students into separate 
classes and schools (Sahlberg, 2010). In addition to not separating and stigmatizing 
students, this flexible process allows students who are experiencing situational problems, 
such as the death of a parent, that would not qualify them for an IEP, to access help when 
they need it. A more flexible service delivery model in U.S. schools could benefit many 
young people as well. More research is needed on the policy of segregating students 
identified as having disabilities from their peers. 
 This study also addresses zero-tolerance policies through its consideration of 
suspensions. Zero-tolerance policies have become nearly ubiquitous across the United 
States since the Gun-Free Schools Act of 1994 (Eskenazi et al., 2003). However, research 
has documented many negative effects of these policies (e.g., missed class time, negative 
school climate), further described in Chapter 2. This study builds upon those findings, 
and suggests that schools with high suspension rates are also likely to be schools where at 
least one student with an IEP has been arrested. Further research can continue to explore 
whether having a high suspension rate increases the likelihood that young people with 
IEPs will be arrested, or whether other factors, such as poor relationships between 
students and teachers, cause teachers to rely heavily on suspensions while those other 





 This study builds upon others which suggest the importance of strong, caring 
relationships with both adults and peers in their schools through both the positive impacts 
of their presence and the negative effects of their absences. However, teachers face 
multiple and mounting accountability pressures that interfere with their abilities to form 
and maintain relationships with and across students (e.g., Stillman, 2011). As with all 
educators in the US since 2001, educators in NYC are expected to produce higher test 
scores and engage with quantifiable data. However, this study builds upon others that 
suggest that high test scores and quantifiable data alone do not always mean that 
everything at a school is perfect, as schools with higher ELA test pass rates were also 
more likely to be schools in which students with IEPs had been arrested. Policymakers 
should consider possible unintended consequences of policies that may arise. 
Implications for Practice 
 This study suggests several considerations for educational practice within schools 
and classrooms. Some of these considerations might be difficult to enact within the 
current policy climate, described in the previous section. However, educators can look for 
opportunities to “teach against the grain” (Cochran-Smith, 1991) and act to help the 
young people in their care, even when policy encourages practices that may be harmful to 
young people receiving special education services. 
 Participants in this study frequently described the “regular” ways of doing school 
favorably, even when the “regular” way did not directly help them, or even harmed them. 
However, “regular” or general education is not perfect. This study suggests that 
practitioners (e.g., teachers, paraprofessionals, counselors, deans) should be responsive to 





research suggests are unhelpful, such as suspensions. Disability Studies offers Universal 
Design for Learning (UDL) as one framework for engaging responsively with a wide 
range of students (e.g., Valle & Connor, 2011). Drawing upon the principle of universal 
design in architecture, UDL argues that curricula should be designed flexibly, with 
multiple access points. Each instructional unit would include a range of learning 
materials, activities and assessments so that each student would have multiple 
opportunities to engage with content, develop skills, and demonstrate growth in diverse 
ways. This stance toward educating all young people also disrupts the idea that there is a 
regular/ideal way of learning, and then irregular/lesser modifications that must be made 
for some students.  
 This study also suggests that administrators and other educators should consider 
how all school practices relate to schools’ goals of supporting students’ academic growth 
and achievement, and ensure that students understand how school practices support 
academics. Participants in this study described some common school practices as harmful 
rather than helpful when those practices did not directly support students academically. 
For example, although all participants in this study had attended at least one school with a 
uniform policy, there is little research supporting uniforms’ effectiveness in increasing 
student academic achievement (Viadero, 2005; Yeung, 2009). Two of four students in 
this study who attended schools with uniforms said that was one of the things they would 
change about their schools; no student said that the uniform policy was something they 
liked or found helpful. School leaders and educators can ensure that rules and 





connections may increase student buy-in, and decrease harmful consequences, such as 
suspensions.  
 Although, as mentioned in the previous section, teachers and other school staff are 
under strict accountability and other pressures, participants in this study emphasized the 
importance of adults taking time to form and maintain relationships with students when 
possible. This finding builds upon existing research on how strong, positive teacher-
student relationships support adolescents with IEPs emotionally and academically (e.g., 
Murray & Pianta, 2007). Although participants frequently described school rules and 
consequences that did not seem directly academic, such as dress codes and suspensions, 
to be unfair, participants also described themselves accepting guidance from adults who 
took a personal interest in them. For example, the participant who said that it was “just 
not the school’s business” to address students coming to school high also said that they 
had “changed my mind about everything I was doing,” and wanted to decrease their 
substance use. This participant also described talking to adults at school whom they had a 
relationship with, such as the guidance counselor, about their drug use, noting that they 
“always wanted to talk to her.” This participant, and three others, seemed to differentiate 
between adults simply acting as caring adults and acting as official arms of the school. 
One thing that differentiated a caring adult was that caring adults did not engage in 
formalized processes with punishments, but offered individualized guidance and support 
related to specific situations students were in.   
 This study also touches upon schools’ disciplinary practices. Although research 
suggests that restorative justice practices show more promise than suspensions for 





2016; Gregory, Clawson, Davis, & Gerewitz, 2016; Stinchcomb, Bazemore, & 
Riestenberg, 2006), participants who reported that their school engaged in restorative 
practices also noted that the results were uneven. For example, one participant said that 
sometimes, rather than suspending kids who were fighting, the school would “Try to 
calm them down, have a conflict resolution…have us talk to each other” (Student 2). This 
participant said that it was “sometimes” helpful, and explained, “one time, it was good—
it worked out, [the other student and I] became good friends after that.” However, this 
student argued that conflict resolution was not always successful: “I mean, if you can’t do 
it, you can’t do it, but they’d just try to force it, like, hey, hey, you should talk about 
it…Sometimes [students who are having problems] just want to fight again when they see 
each other.” Conflict mediation and other restorative practices cannot be implemented as 
uniformly as exclusionary practices such as suspension; they require a great deal of skill 
and support.  
 In addition, this study suggests that the practice of extending school days and 
years can potentially have negative consequences. At least one student in this study 
suggested that the extended school day at their charter school served as a disincentive to 
attend at all. Schools with extended schedules could consider modifying those schedules 
for some or all students, differentiating between the legal minimum number of 
instructional hours and optional additional classes. In NYC, Jewish schools frequently 
have extended school days in order to cover a dual curriculum of “general studies” (e.g., 
science and social studies) and Judaic studies (e.g., Bible and Jewish law). Some of those 
schools already have policies in place that allow students with IEPs to have a shorter 





for example, a school that normally ends the day at 4:30 might release some students at 
3:00 instead.  
Implications for Future Research 
 This study raises methodological issues related to conducting future research, and 
has also generated some topics for future research. Two methodological issues for future 
research relate to working with agencies under pressure, such as agencies that work with 
court-involved youth, and incorporating youth perspectives in education research. 
Divergent and surprising findings described earlier in this chapter suggest topics in need 
of future research.  
 Methodological Implications. As described further in Chapter 3, this study was 
logistically very difficult to conduct. However, I have learned some things about 
conducting research using administrative data and with court involved youth that have 
implications for future research on using administrative data and/or with court-involved 
youth. These methodological considerations include both ethical considerations and 
practical considerations. 
 As with all research, using administrative data involves ethical considerations. In 
this study, the NYCDOE did not release numbers of students with IEPs who had been 
transferred to East River Academy (ERA) or Passages Academy, two schools for 
detained and incarcerated youth when those numbers were less than ten. As a result, I 
was only able to determine the percent of students with IEPs who had been transferred to 
these schools at 13 schools; for the remaining 1,061 schools I only knew whether at least 
one student with an IEP had been transferred to ERA or Passages, or not. With a 





analysis. Future research could aggregate data across multiple school years to increase 
the number of students at each school who had been transferred to ERA or Passages 
above 10, so that the counts are no longer suppressed and a continuous variable can be 
constructed for linear regression. However, research using linear regression is subject to 
stricter rules related to variable distributions. Administrative data is likely to violate 
many of the assumptions that must be met to conduct linear regression related to data 
normality; for example, many variables are highly skewed with some schools having very 
high numbers of e.g. suspensions or arrests, and most schools having no suspensions or 
arrests at all. In addition, aggregating data across multiple years would make it difficult to 
examine schools that are opening and closing in a dynamic district such as NYC.  
 In addition, future quantitative research on schools should consider alternative 
ways to quantify schools’ curricula and academic rigor besides test scores. Initially, I had 
hoped to use data on student courses to better understand the offerings made available to 
students. For example, I hoped to see how many Advanced Placement classes were 
offered by high schools, and how many students were enrolled in those classes. However, 
students’ courses are not reported in standardized ways, making comparisons across 
schools difficult. Further, some schools opt out of standardized tests and standardized 
curricula, such as Advanced Placement courses, altogether. The questions of how to 
quantify things like teaching and student learning are certainly not easy ones to answer.  
 One reason the qualitative strand of this study was difficult to conduct was that it 
took a long time for me to develop and build relationships with various gatekeepers, such 
as administrators and staff working for the Administration for Children’s Services (ACS). 





accountability pressures from the city and state; support young people who are away 
from home and in a stressful situation; and work very long hours. These administrators 
and staff generously gave their time and support to help me complete my dissertation and 
begin answering some of my questions, and I am extremely appreciative of their help. 
This study would not be possible without them. 
 Moving forward, I would like to conduct research that more directly benefits ACS 
and/or other organizations that work with youth, and that addresses questions of interest 
to them rather than coming in with my own agenda. Staff working at ACS and other 
agencies will not necessarily have the time or interest to engage in participatory action 
research, but, in conducting future research, I will take the time to listen to problems that 
they think need to be addressed to generate topics for future studies. For this study, I 
tutored youth as an act of reciprocity. While staff seemed to appreciate this gesture, I 
would like to engage in research that is more directly beneficial to youth works and 
special educators in the future. This research will hopefully be less of an imposition on 
adults who are already under a lot of pressure.  
 This study also highlights the importance of seeking out and incorporating youth 
perspectives in research about education, as students do not always understand things that 
are happening at school in the same ways that school staff might. Disability activists have 
long argued, “nothing about us without us,” noting that individuals with disabilities are in 
the best position to understand how policies and practices affect them. Young people 
receiving special education services have unique and valuable insight into how special 
education policies and practices impact them. Any future research related to students 





to incorporate the perspectives of those students and their families. Speaking with 
teenagers for this study caused me to question and complicate some of my own 
assumptions about what schools should do. For example, when one participant first told 
me that they thought they should be allowed to come to school “high” (under the 
influence of marijuana), I initially disagreed. However, over time, I have come to realize 
that this young person was not arguing that being high was a good thing, simply that it 
was not the “school’s business” to exclude students who were high, since excluding 
students interfered with the “school’s business” of providing academic opportunities. On 
the other hand, this young person did describe themself engaging with advice and 
guidance from concerned adults. This student, and other students in the study, accepted 
guidance and care from adults who seemed to have their best interests at heart. However, 
some students resisted attempts to regulate their behavior that seemed to stem from a 
desire to be in control rather than a desire to help. I still believe that drug use interferes 
with students’ abilities to fully engage in academics at school, but I agree that suspending 
students who are high is not a good response to adolescent drug use.  
 Because of the difficulty of recruiting participants and obtaining consent from 
their guardians, I interviewed the first six young people who agreed to participate and 
returned signed consent forms. The process of recruiting and interviewing these six 
young people took almost an entire year (December 2016-November 2017). The young 
people in this study were all Black and/or Latinx, English dominant, Christian, and 
identified as heterosexual. Future research should also explore how young people 
receiving special education services who have been arrested and who come from other 





as heterosexual present and explain what helps and hinders them at school. In particular, 
two participants suggested that homophobia was present at their schools, but that they did 
not consider themselves directly affected by it. Girls were underrepresented in this study 
(2 of 6 participants) as they are in the research on the STPP in general because the Boys 
Home, but not the Girls Home, agreed to let me recruit participants. However, future 
research should continue to seek out the perspectives of girls and gender nonconforming 
youth.   
 Topics for Future Research. In addition to these methodological considerations 
for future research, this study suggests that some topics warrant more research before 
policy or practice recommendations can be made. For example, more research is 
necessary on the effects of lengthening school years and school days. This research 
should consider whether extended school years and days have differential impacts on 
different students. One review of the literature on extending school days or school years 
(Patall, Cooper, & Allen, 2010) suggested that there is currently little evidence to support 
claims that extended time positively affects student achievement (as measured by test 
scores), although the authors argue that “there is little chance that extended time has a 
negative effect” (p. 427). Nevertheless, my study did offer one example of a student who 
believed themself to be negatively affected by their school’s extended school day. The 
literature review noted that some researchers have argued that extended school days and 
years could lead to greater student absences through increased fatigue and burnout; my 
study suggests that this claim warrants further investigation.  
 Another area for future research was the surprising result that higher scores of 





possible that this finding will not be replicated with future research. It is also possible that 
some schools that have many problems, evidenced by their increased probability of being 
YesArrest schools, made efforts to increase student engagement, evidenced by their 
higher engagement scores.  
 More research is also necessary on the effects of the school choice and small 
school movements in NYC that has led to a dramatic restructuring of the school system 
over the past seventeen years. The ability of school age to predict YesArrest schools in 
this study was limited, reflected in the poor model fit. This research has implications 
beyond NYC, as other cities have also embraced small schools as solutions to many 
educational problems. In particular, more research is necessary on the ways in which 
small schools and school choice movements may affect young people receiving special 
education services differentially. For example, one study (Jensen, 2012) noted that young 
people with IEPs in NYC had their choice of high school limited by factors such as the 
service delivery models offered at the school (e.g., collaborative team teaching classes 
but no self-contained classes).   
 Finally, future research is necessary to more fully examine two surprising 
quantitative findings: as the percent of all students in collaborative team teaching (CTT) 
classes increased YesArrest likelihood; and the percent of teachers with masters plus 
thirty credits increased YesArrest likelihood. This research should first consider whether 
these findings are replicable. If so, then more research is necessary to understand the 
relationship between these two surprising variables and arrest. For example, do schools 
where students with IEPs get arrested seek to hire more educated teachers or create more 






 This study suggests that school-level factors can predict an increased likelihood 
that young people receiving special education services will pass through the school-to-
prison pipeline. Future research needs to continue to explore that relationship rather than 
assuming that young people are the cause of the problem. In addition, researchers and 
educators should carefully consider how school policies and practices impact particular 
young people rather than assuming that the “general” education way of doing school is 
best for all young people, including those receiving special education services.  
 Young people in this study had attended at least three schools by the time I spoke 
with them—one elementary, one middle, and one high school. However, many 
participants had attended more than one of each type of school. As a result, they were 
discerning in determining which school policies and practices helped or hindered them. 
Although students generally spoke positively about their schools, they also offered areas 
of critique. In addition, students spoke more enthusiastically about some schools, school 
practices, and school staff than others. I conclude with the words of one young person 
(Student 5) who talked about what a difference it made to finally go to a school that 
helped, as a reminder of the importance of schools in young peoples’ lives: 
  At all my other schools, I used to like, get kicked out of everything. I don't  
even remember all the names of the schools…I liked [a high school] because it  
was less kids in here. And it was more, like--the teachers are really focusing on  
you. And they have the paras--they help you achieve what you need to do. And  
stuff like that. Like, like, if you need help with something, like homework-wise, I  
mean schoolwork wise, and they just--and you don't understand it, they make sure  
they sit there with you until you understand it. Even if, like, they didn't want us to  
have none of them as friends on Facebook or anything, have a number, they gave  
us--they made us feel like it was home. They made us, like, if you don't have a  
mother, there was a mother here. Or, a grandmother, or a aunt, a uncle, a dad. For- 
-mostly, everybody didn't have a dad, so there was a father figure. Like [a dean]  





that…I don’t think I woulda really changed anything because to me, like, the  
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Appendix A - Interview Protocols 
 
INTERVIEW #1 – GENERAL QUESTIONS ABOUT SCHOOL 
Project Overview and Assent: 
Thank you for taking the time to talk to me today! My name is Laura Vernikoff, and I am 
a graduate student at Teachers College, Columbia University. Before I was a graduate 
student at Teachers College, I was a teacher. I taught kids in 7th-12th grade here in New 
York City. I am doing a research project on the experiences of kids who have received 
special education services and been arrested. I want to know what your school did well, 
and what it could do better. I think it is very important to know what YOU thought about 
your school, and not just what your teachers and parents think about your school. I am 
not trying to find out if you were a “good” or “bad” student, and I’m definitely not trying 
to get you in any sort of trouble. I just want to know about your school, and how it and 
other schools like it can do a better job helping kids.  
 
You have already seen a letter talking about the study, and so you probably have some 
questions for me. I would be happy to answer your questions. What questions do you 
have?  
 
You do not have to answer any question I ask. At any time, you can decide that you don’t 





want to answer a question—it’s your choice to talk to me and it’s your choice to decide 
what to tell me. I will plan to talk with you for 45 minutes to an hour, unless you would 
like to stop sooner. It’s okay if you want to stop sooner, or if you don’t want to answer 
some questions! I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me.  
 
I would like to share your ideas about how to make schools better. However, I will try to 
keep your identity confidential. That means that I won’t use your real name when I talk 
or write about this project. Instead, I am going to ask you to pick a pseudonym for 
yourself. A pseudonym is a name that you will choose for me to call you so that nobody 
knows who you are. I will call you by your pseudonym instead of your real name when I 
write about anything you say. If you have an idea for a pseudonym, you can tell me now, 
or you can tell me later if you would like to think about it. I will use this name that you 
choose whenever I talk or write about you. I also won’t share the name of your school. If 
there is anything else that you think I should keep secret or change when I talk about this 
project, you can let me know at any time.  
 
It’s possible that someone who knows you and your school well will be able to guess that 
you are the one who made a suggestion, or will be able to guess that I am writing about 
your school. I will try not to include any information that might allow other people to 
guess who you are or which school you went to. In our last interview, I will ask you if 







Your guardian has already signed a consent form, but it is important to me that YOU 
agree to participate in this study. You do not have to agree to participate just because 
your guardian gave permission. Would you like to participate? 
 If yes: This is an assent form for you to sign. If you sign this form, it means that  
you agree to what I just said. Remember, you can change your mind at any time.  
Do you have any questions? 
 
It would be helpful to me to record this conversation so that I can make sure I remember 
what you say. Nobody besides me will hear this recording. I will keep it in a safe place. I 
will keep it on a computer that needs a password to use, and that only I have the 
password to. I keep this computer locked up when I am not using it. If you give me 
permission to record this conversation, I will write a transcription of this recording. That 
means that I will write down everything you and I say on the recording. I won’t show this 
transcription to anyone. I will only share your ideas. This transcript will also stay on the 
same password-protected computer that is locked up when I’m not using it. I will make 
sure to write the transcript within the next ten days, and then I will destroy the recording.  
 
Is it okay if I record this conversation? 
 
Yes ______ No_____ 
 
  If yes: You can turn the recorder off any time by pushing this button  







If no: That’s okay! I can just take notes while we talk to help me remember. 
 
Student pseudonym:_______________________ Date: ________________ 
 
General Information: I am going to start by asking some general questions about you 
and the school you went to before coming to Passages/East River Academy. Remember, 
you don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to. Today, we will talk about 
what you liked about your school, what you didn’t like about your school, and ways 
you think your school could be better.  
How old are you? 
What grade are you in now? 
What school did you attend before attending [Passages Academy or East River 
Academy]?  
How long were you a student there? What grades were you in? 
 [note: if less than one year, ask about previous school as well] 
Why did you go to that school? [prompt, if necessary: Did you or your family choose that  
school? Did you get sent there because it was close to your house?] 
 







Can you tell me what it’s like to be a student at [that school]? 
 
 Follow up: When you said [e.g. “it’s good; it’s boring; I liked it; I didn’t like it  
etc.”], can you explain what you mean by that? 
 
What are some things you like best about your school? 
 
 Follow up: Can you give me an example? OR Can you tell me about a time when  
that happened? 
[prompt, if only offers one response: What else do you like a lot about your  
school?] 
 
What are some things you like least about your school? 
 
 Follow up: Can you give me an example? OR Can you tell me about a time when  
that happened? 
[prompt, if only offers one response: What else don’t you like about your school?] 
 
What do you think are some differences between the school you went to and other 
schools? 
 Can you give me some examples? 
 [If necessary: Do you have friends, cousins, or siblings that go to other schools?  






If you could change some things about your school, what would they be? 
 Why? 
 Is there anything else you wish you could change about your school? 
 
If you met a kid who told you s/he was going to transfer to your school, what advice 
would you give her or him? 
 
Is there anything you would like me to know about your school that we haven’t talked 
about yet? 
Are there any questions you would like to ask me? 
 
[If student did not pick pseudonym earlier in the interview]: Have you thought about 
what name you would like me to call you? You can always change your mind. I just want 
to make sure I start saving all of the notes from this conversation under the name you 
choose and not your real name. 
 
Thank you for your time! I learned a lot today about what schools should do and what 
schools shouldn’t do. I hope this information will be very helpful for teachers, principals, 
and people in the Department of Education. Next time, I will ask you some questions 
about more specific things that you, your friends, or your family may have experienced at 
school. Remember, if you decide that you don’t want me to share anything I told you, 






INTERVIEW #2 – SCHOOL LEVEL FACTORS 
[Note to IRB: I will not ask about all of these school-level factors, only those that are 
statistically significant in the first part of my study. In addition, I will make sure 
that the interview lasts less than one hour. This guide includes all possible topics I 
may ask about]  
Thank you for taking the time to talk to me again! Before we start, I want to ask you if 
you would like today to be the last interview, or if you would be willing to participate in 
one more interview with me after today. If you want to stop after today, or even stop right 
now, that’s okay! Remember, you can decide to stop at any time, and nothing bad will 
happen to you, your court case, or any services you are receiving. Nobody will be upset 
with you, and I will not tell anybody at ACS, at court, or at your schools anything you 
have said.  
[If participants indicate that they prefer not to schedule a third interview, when 10-15 
minutes remain in the interview, I will ask participants about anything I am still unclear 
about, and ask participants if there is anything they would like to add that I have not 
covered, instead of asking during the third interview] 
 
Last time we talked, I asked you about your experiences at [school name]. Today, I 
would like to ask you about some things that you or people you know may have 
experienced at that school. When I ask you questions about a topic, you can share your 
own experience if you like, or you can share someone else’s experience or your opinion if 





done so far shows that these things may be important to kids who have received special 
education services. However, these things may not actually be that important to you or to 
kids at your school. That’s okay! I want to know what YOU think about these topics. If 
these things are important to you, I’d like to know more about why they are important to 
you so that I can better understand how schools can help kids.  
 
Remember, you don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to. You can stop the 
interview at any time.  
 
Is it okay if I record this conversation? 
 
 Yes________ No_______ 
 If yes: You can stop the recording any time by pushing this button [demonstrate]  
or you can ask me to stop the recording at any time. 
If no: That’s okay! I can just take notes while we talk to help me remember. 
 
School-level factor: Teachers 
Who was your favorite teacher? 
 Why was s/he your favorite teacher? 
 Can you tell me about a time this teacher did something you really liked? 
Do you know how long this teacher taught at your school? 
 [follow up, if necessary: It’s okay if you don’t know how many years. Was this  





 Do you know how long this teacher taught for?  
Were there any teachers you didn’t like?  
 Can you tell me about a teacher you didn’t like? 
 Why didn’t you like this teacher? 
 Can you tell me about a time this teacher did something you really didn’t like?  
[if necessary: You can talk about a time this teacher did something to another kid,  
if you prefer not to talk about something that happened between you and this  
teacher.]  
 
If you met someone who was going to become a teacher at your school, what advice 
would you give him or her? 
 
School-level factor: Police 
Are there police or security guards who work at your school? 
If yes: What do they do? 
Have you ever interacted with the police or security guards at your school? 
  If yes: What happened? Can you give me an example? 
   Do you think the police or security guards handled that well? 
    Why? 
    Why not? 
If no: What do you think about having police officers in a school? Is it a good idea? 
 Why? 





 Do you know of any kids that go to school with police officers?  
  If yes: Which school? 
   What did they say about the police officers there? 
 
There has been a lot in the news about police officers in schools. For example, did you 
see or hear about the video about the girl and the police officer in South Carolina? 
 If yes: What did you think?  
 Do you think something like that could happen at your school? 
 
School-level factor: Disciplinary policies 
Can you tell me about some of your schools’ rules? 
What happens if someone breaks a rule? 
 Do you think that’s fair? 
  Why/why not? 
Can you tell me about some policies or rules that you think are helpful or fair? 
 Can you give me some examples? 
Can you tell me about some policies or rules that you think are not helpful or unfair? 
 Can you give me some examples? 
What are some rules you wish your school had? 






I’d like to ask you some questions about your own experiences. Remember, I won’t tell 
anyone what you say, and you’re not in trouble! I just want to understand more about 
how your school handles problems. Have you ever gotten in trouble at school? 
 If yes: What happened? 
 Why do you think you did that? 
 What did the school do? 
 Do you think that was a fair thing for the school to do? 
  Why or why not? 
 How did you feel when the school did that? 
 
School-level factors: Resources 
Does your school have a library?  
 If yes: do you use it? 
  If yes: What for?  
How often?  
Can you give me an example? 
Did you have a guidance counselor at your school? 
 If yes: Did you ever talk to him/her? 
  If yes: Did you decide to talk to him/her, or did you have to talk to  
him/her? 
  How many times have you talked to him/her? 
Was it about school or about a personal problem? 





   Why or why not? 
 
School-level factor: Curriculum 
All students: What’s your favorite class? 
 Why? 
 Can you give me an example of something really [fun/interesting/whatever word  
student uses] that you did in that class? 
All students: What’s your least favorite class? 
 Why? 
 Can you give me an example of something really [boring/wack/etc.] that you did  
in that class? 
 
All students: Do you get to choose any of your classes? 
 If you could ask your school to offer a new class, what class would it be? 
  What would you do in that class? 
 
If middle school: 
 What do you know about the Regents exams? 
Do kids at your school take the Regents?  
  If yes: In what subjects? Do most of them pass? 
 Are you planning to take the Regents? 
  If yes: In what subjects? 





  If no: Why not?  
 
If high school: 
 What do you know about advanced placement classes? 
 Do kids at your school take AP classes? 
  If yes: In what subjects? Do most of them pass? 
 Are you planning to take AP classes? 
  If yes: In what subjects? 
   How is your school helping you prepare? 
  If no: Why not?  
 
School-level factor: Restrictiveness of special education services 
You are in this study because you received special education services. I’d like to find out 
more about what was helpful to you and what wasn’t so helpful. Remember, you don’t 
have to answer any questions if you don’t want to! 
What services did you receive? 
 [prompt, if necessary: Speech? Counseling? OT? PT? Resource Room/SETSS?  
CTT class? Separate class/school?] 
What did you like or find helpful about [the services you received[? 
What didn’t you like or find helpful about [the services you received]? 
Overall, are you glad you got these services? 






School-level factor: Student demographic characteristics 
Can you tell me about the kids in your school? 
 Follow up: What race or ethnicity are most kids at your school? 
  What are some other races or ethnicities of kids who go to your school? 
 
What race and/or ethnicity would you use to describe yourself? 
 [prompt, if necessary: for example, some kids might describe themselves as  
White, or Asian, or West Indian, or Latina/o, or Black, or some combination of  
those] 
 
Do you think that kids’ race or ethnicity matters at school? 
 [prompt if participant says “it shouldn’t matter” or “it doesn’t matter to me”:  
Thank you for sharing that! You say it shouldn’t matter/doesn’t matter to you. Do  
you think it does matter to some people?] 
If yes: Who? 
In what way?  
Can you give me an example? 
Do you think kids are ever treated unfairly because of their race at school? 
  [if yes:] can you give me an example? 
 
What language do you speak at home with your family? 






 [if language other than English]: Do you ever use that language at school? 
  When? For what? 
[If language other than English]: Do you know any teachers at your school who  
speak this language? 
  Follow up: Do you speak this language with those teachers? 
 What other languages do kids at your school speak? 
 [if languages other than English]: Do you know any teachers at your school who  
speak those languages? 
 
Do you practice any particular religion? 
 [if yes]: What religion? 
 Do you ever feel like you have problems at school because of your religion? 
  [if yes]: What kinds of problems? 
  Can you give me an example of a time when that happened? 
 
What gender should I use to describe you?  
 [prompt, if necessary: Should I write about you as a male student? Female?  
Something else?] 
 Do you think kids’ gender matters at school? 
[prompt if participant says “it shouldn’t matter” or “it doesn’t matter to 
me”: Thank you for sharing that! You say it shouldn’t matter/doesn’t 
matter to you. Do you think it does matter to some people?] 





In what way?  
Can you give me an example? 
 Do you think kids are ever treated unfairly because of their gender at school? 
Can you give me an example? 
 
How would you describe your sexual orientation? 
 [prompt, if necessary: for example, some kids describe themselves as straight,  
gay, bisexual, lesbian, queer, questioning, etc.] 
Do you think kids’ sexual orientation matters at school? 
[prompt if participant says “it shouldn’t matter” or “it doesn’t matter to 
me”: Thank you for sharing that! You say it shouldn’t matter/doesn’t 
matter to you. Do you think it does matter to some people?] 
 If yes: Who? 
In what way?  
Can you give me an example? 
Do you think kids are ever treated unfairly because of their sexual orientation at  
school? 
  If yes: Can you give me an example? 
 
Is there anything you would like to add about your school? 






Thank you for talking to me today! I learned a lot about [teachers/rules/police/etc.] that I 
hope will be helpful to teachers, principals, and people in the Department of Education 
who want to do a better job helping kids at school. I am going to listen to the recordings 
from these two conversations and look at my notes before the next time we talk. Next 
time we talk, I will ask you about anything I am still confused about that you told me, and 
also make sure that I have understood what you told me. I want to make sure that I am 
representing what you said in a way that you are comfortable with. Remember, you can 
always tell me next time that you don’t want me to talk about anything you said. I look 
forward to seeing you again! 
 
INTERVIEW #3 – FOLLOW UP AND MEMBER CHECKS 
[Note to IRB: The purpose of this interview is to follow up on any areas that require 
clarification, or to check my understanding with participants. As a result, questions 
will vary somewhat by participant, but will only be about topics already covered in 
the first two interviews] 
 
Thank you for taking the time to talk to me again! You have told me a lot about your 
experiences at [school]. Today, I just want to take some time to make sure I have 
understood what you told me, and to make sure that I am sharing your perspective in a 
way that seems okay to you. If you have changed your mind about anything, or if I 
misunderstood anything, please let me know! It’s important to me to understand what 
YOU think. Also, if you have decided that you don’t want me to share anything I told 





only be using your fake name. So I will only say “[Student’s pseudonym] really liked 
math class because….” and never “[Student’s real name] liked math class because….” I 
also won’t say anything that I think might let people guess who you are, like “A 9th grade 
student at [school student went to] who plays chess and has two cats really liked math 
because...”  
 
Remember, you don’t have to answer any questions you don’t want to. You can stop this 
interview at any time.  
 
Is it okay if I record this conversation? 
 
 Yes________ No_______ 
 If yes: You can stop the recording any time by pushing this button [demonstrate]  
or you can ask me to stop the recording at any time. 
If no: That’s okay! I can just take notes while we talk to help me remember. 
 
[For anything requiring clarification:] In interview [1/2], you said ______. What did you 
mean by that? 
 I just want to make sure that I understand what you are trying to tell me. It sounds  
like you are saying [summarize]. Is that right? 







[For member checks, I will summarize my understanding of participants’ thoughts on 
each topic e.g. teachers, across interviews. For example:] 
When talking about ______, it seemed like you found _____ helpful, and _____ not so 
helpful. Is that correct? 
 
It seemed like you really did/didn’t like ______. Is that correct? 
 
It seemed like you found ________ helpful/unhelpful because ________. Is that correct? 
 
[If participant indicates that anything is incorrect, I will say:] I’m sorry I misunderstood! 
Can you explain it to me again? [and then check again]  





Is there anything else that you have shared with me that you would rather I didn’t tell 
anyone? 
If you think of anything that you would rather I not share with anyone, you can let 
me know. 
Is there anything you would like to add? 






Thank you so much for your participation in this study! I have learned a lot from you, and 
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